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ABSTRACT 

 

 Expanding on national identity literature that tends to focus its analysis on sports mega-

events such as the Olympics or the World Cup, this project sought to examine the ways that 

certain athletes are both presented and serve as symbols of national identity for their home 

countries year-round, not just when they are acting as physical representations of their nation 

during international competition. Using a thematic analysis of both online coverage and 

Instagram posts of three celebrity soccer players (Christian Pulisic, Mohamed Salah, and Son 

Heung-min), this study discerned themes from across two distinct time periods: the 2018 World 

Cup (June – July 2018) and the second half of the 2019-20 Premier League season (January – 

June 2020) to illustrate how these athletes are being represented, and presenting themselves, as 

national cultural icons for the formation and affirmation of national identity in their home 

nations. The analysis found several primary themes, including representations of their athletic 

identity as both a competitor and a person, their impact on their nation in terms of what they are 

and what they do for the nation, and the comparisons and nicknames used to categorize and 

make sense of these athletes in terms of both their status as a citizen of their home nation as well 

as their status among the global elite in the sport.  

 

KEYWORDS: Sport, Social Media, National Identity, Transnational Athlete, Media 

Coverage 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Sports, and the individuals that make up their transnational labor community, play an 

important role in undermining and strengthening nations and national identities. Sport teams act 

as physical representations of both the geography of the teams as well as the morals and style 

that the team has come to represent (Archetti, 1995). For those that live near the club or team 

they support, sport gives these fans an opportunity to stand out or to have their home represented 

on a regional, national or international scale. For those that live further away from the team they 

support, success for the team or club is a vehicle through which they can fit in or find common 

ground with others. However, as this paper will seek to examine, individual players can also 

perform these same roles that have long been associated with sport teams. Fans can sometimes 

align with players more so than entire teams, clubs or franchises and will more closely follow the 

careers of these athletes across national borders and even across continents. The rise of social 

media has provided athletes with a direct line of communication with their fans while also giving 

these fans much closer communications with the athletes they follow. As a result, more fans find 

themselves identifying more closely with these individual athletes than the teams or clubs for 

which the athletes play (Macintosh, 2007; Wu et al., 2012). As more athletes move abroad to 

further their sporting careers in other nations, the opportunities for these athletes to serve as 

symbols of nationalism abroad increase as well (Dumitriu, 2018).  

 In particular, soccer is a transnationalized spectacle with a long history of players moving 

to play in other countries, selling their labor power and their physical capital throughout the 

world, far from their countries of birth and sometimes of citizenship (Wong & Trumper, 2002). 
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Many of the world’s top leagues, including the Spanish La Liga and the Italian Calcio, rely 

heavily on players from throughout the world. For Wong and Trumper (2002), “Today, 

immigrant players are the backbone of the sport” (p. 176). Soccer, across all of Europe’s top five 

leagues, is a spectacle and big business. The sport provides a very useful focus for analysis 

because it is “a public arena in which urban, regional and national identities are vividly 

expressed and in which the relations between different cities and regions are articulated” (King, 

2000). Many of these leagues possess wealthy clubs that spend millions importing top players 

from abroad to bolster their sides. The practice is not limited to Europe, however, with players 

from nations in Asia, Africa, Australia, and North and South America making the move to 

western Europe to play in the region. Historically, there has been a skilled pool of workers who 

have sold their athletic abilities to play for teams who have been able to pay for their contracts, 

attracting them with promises of larger incomes and fame. In general, numerous elite athletes are 

international migrants as sports have grown into an international spectacle and big business 

(Wong & Trumper, 2002).  

 These elite transnational athletes represent a unique area of study in themselves. Wong 

and Trumper (2002) note that:  

From humble, modest backgrounds, they are now superstar global athletes who circulate 

socially among the global elite and capitalist class. Their friends are other celebrities, 

wealthy capitalists, powerful politicians, and the like. These celebrity athletes are not 

only sport labor migrants, but as superstar athletes, they are corporations in and of 

themselves, and they sell themselves and their names commercially. They are extremely 

mobile geographically, usually jet-setting somewhere to conduct their business as they 

engage in hypermobility through transnational networks. They operate within complex 

transnational social networks where they create and solidify multiple identities that are 

grounded in multiple societies (p. 176). 

 

At the same time, these modern celebrity athletes maintain complex relationships with both their 

nation of birth and their nation of residence. Many of these athletes own homes and maintain 
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connections in both countries. These elite athletes also represent their home nations at 

international competitions, an arena which grants these athletes unique opportunities to perform 

as physical representations of their nation. Through these competitions, their performances can 

have great impact on the construction of national identity for those, particularly their 

countrymen, who engage in some form with the sport.  

The modern elite celebrity athletes play a strong role in the development of national 

identity for their home nations through their performances for both club and country, but their 

influence is no longer limited to performance on the pitch. The strides made in the development 

of telecommunication technology have made athletes far more accessible to their fans than ever 

before. As a result, these elite celebrity athletes are in some regard judged by their performances 

off the field, where actions can have influence on the fans’ identification with the athletes and 

their nation. Through their engagement and association with the fans, businesses, and brands 

available to them throughout their career, both in person and digitally through social media, these 

athletes are, in a sense, constant reflections of their home nation. They are both represented as 

and serve as national cultural icons for the formation and affirmation of national identities.  

 Within this context, this project looks to examine three superstar transnational athletes in 

the sport of soccer: Christian Pulisic, Son Heung-min, and Mohamed Salah. Following Wong 

and Trumper (2002), It is necessary that I recognize, consistent with Andrews and Jackson 

(2001), that celebrity is a “notoriously difficult concept to define” (p. 2) and I accept that 

celebrity is “a descriptor incorporating various forms of public individuality (the hero, star, 

famous, leader, renowned, notorious) existent and operational within popular culture” (p. 2). 

Also, I recognize that they are “global” celebrities in a fluid and geographically and temporarily 

limited manner. Their status as celebrities must be examined within the reaches of the sport of 



 

4 

 

soccer and within their individual public image. However, the main point attempting to be made 

is that the differences between these celebrity athletes will highlight the links between global 

sport figures and nationalism and national identity.  

Each of these athletes comes from a different nation and continent of birth (USA, South 

Korea, and Egypt) but at the time of writing have each been employed by different teams within 

the English Premier League (Chelsea, Tottenham Hotspur, and Liverpool). Each of these athletes 

at the time of writing have also recently played a role in a major moment with their national 

team. While soccer and these athletes are not unique when analyzing issues of transnationalism 

and citizenship, they do each represent prime examples of this new kind of citizenry where they 

live both bordered and borderless lives where their actions on and off the field can be viewed as 

tools for the structuring and destructuring of national identities. These athletes were chosen 

because they began their careers in nations that do not have long histories of producing world-

renowned talent in the sport and as a result, these athletes have grown to become nearly 

synonymous with soccer itself in their respective nations. This recognition sees a need for the 

athlete to be a model spokesperson and representative for their country regardless of the country 

in which they are performing their athletic endeavors. This is the heart of the issue that this 

project seeks to inform. 

 



 

5 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Framing 

Bryant, Thompson, and Finklea (2013, p. 100) said, “Individuals make judgments and 

perceive the world within certain frames of reference, and these frames of reference can be set up 

in such a way to impact individual judgments and perceptions.” The idea that the framing of a 

message in different ways can result in different interpretations forms the basis of framing 

theory. Chong and Druckman (2007, p. 104) defined framing as the premise that “an issue can be 

viewed from a variety of perspectives and be construed as having implications for multiple 

values or considerations.” Essentially, a message can be interpreted differently depending on 

how it is presented to the audience.  

The major concepts within framing derive from the way that media frames are built and 

the ways that those frames affect the delivery of the news. Two areas of framing research, 

referred to as “frame building” and “frame setting,” examine the way that news is packaged by 

message senders as well as the way that those frames are unpacked by messages receivers. Frame 

building centers around the message sender. Characteristics among message senders, such as 

race, gender, class, education, and geography can affect the information a message sender will 

consider important enough to be distributed. The information chosen to be included or excluded, 

as well as the individuals chosen to be interviewed in a story are examples of decisions made that 

influence the way a story is written and therefore how the message is received. Frame setting 

explains the influences that the frames have on the way the messages are received by the 

audience. Certain words used might trigger certain emotions or feelings toward the subject of the 
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story. These feelings could differ if the content was presented in a different tone or with 

different words. Diction is just one of many choices made that influence the way the message is 

received. 

Framing predicts that certain keywords, images, cultural associations, and a multitude of 

other factors can affect the ways that people think about an issue being addressed. It does not 

predict whether content will be viewed more positively or negatively, but more simply that 

choices in framing will cause content to be viewed differently. The theory can be used to explain 

why multiple news stations, though all reporting on the same issues, will seem to take on totally 

different angles for each story. The publications are looking to project the areas of an issue that 

most align with their ideals, framing the stories to best reflect their sentiments. 

National Identity 

For this project, the nation will be defined using Benedict Anderson’s (1983) definition 

of the nation as “an imagined community – and imagined as both inherently limited and 

sovereign” (p. 15). The community, according to Anderson, is imagined because “even the 

members of the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or 

even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion” (Anderson, 

2006, p. 6). It is limited because even the largest of the nations has an end. “No nation imagines 

itself coterminous with mankind” (Anderson, 2006, p. 7). It is sovereign because the concept was 

born in an age of enlightenment and revolution that broke down the rule of the church 

(Anderson, 2006, p. 7). Finally, it is a community because, regardless of any inequality and 

exploitation that may occur in each, “the nation is always conceived as a deep, horizontal 

comradeship” (Anderson, 2006, p. 7). Anderson (1983) notes that, “nation-ness is the most 

universally legitimate value in the political life of our time” (p. 12). Institutions such as the 



 

7 

 

Olympics and the World Cup, which are allegedly built around universal humanism rather than 

nationalism, are shot through with national symbols, via flags, uniforms, and the customization 

of media coverage” (Bourdieu, 1999, p. 16). Nations differ from nation states as states are easier 

to identify in legal terms (Miller et al., 2001). However, as we live in an international age, we are 

by definition also living in a national one. The nation, therefore, “is a oneness of imagination that 

binds citizens to states, places, and people, transcending the everyday apparatus of repression” 

(Miller et al., 2001). 

Sport and National Identity 

Sport may be the quintessence of nationalism on many occasions, but it is also one of the most 

effective means yet devised of uniting the global village. Guardian,  July 6, 1994, p. 23 

 

National identity is one of the most discussed and least understood concepts of the late 

20th century. It is subtle, elusive and contains many fragmented qualities bundled under one 

heading (Norris, 1999, p. 1). National identity is just one of many identities each person forms 

through different locations and social practices (Bairner, 2001). According to Anderson (1983), 

the nation is an imagined community “because the members of even the smallest nations will 

never know most of their fellow members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of 

each lives the image of their communion” (p. 6). These communities are to be distinguished by 

the style in which they are imagined (Anderson, 2006). Anderson's theory of imagined 

community also illustrates the pervasive influence of mass media in (re)creating the socially 

constructed impression of nation and national identity (Anderson, 1983; Luther, 2002).  

Kersting (2007) broadly defined national identity as the cohesive force that holds nation 

states together. National identity is a social construct developed through common experiences 

and narratives. National identities are not fixed but are open to change and restructuring as new 

experiences and narratives influence the individual’s affiliation with the nation. National identity 
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is but one of the many possible identities available; however, it is often given priority over other 

types (Poole, 1999, p. 74). It can coexist with other identities and all are important for 

developing an individual identity and fostering community and individual self-esteem. While 

identities are constructed, they may also be deconstructed as well. National identity can be seen 

as an awareness of the affiliation with a nation that gives people a sense of who they are in 

relation to others or infuses a sense of purpose that makes them feel at home (Grossberg et al., 

2006, p. 56). Features of a national identity include historical territory, common myth and 

historic memories, a mass culture, a common economy, and common legal rights and duties for 

all members (Grossberg et al., 2006, p. 56).  

Sports play an important role in both undermining and strengthening the uncertain 

character of today’s nations and national identities. Specifically, Bairner (2001) notes that sport 

is clearly linked to the construction and reproduction of the national identities of many people. 

As Maguire (1999) writes:  

Sport, therefore matters. It moves people emotionally; as a multi-billion-pound enterprise 

it employs, directly or indirectly, large numbers of people; in so doing it uses significant 

amounts of scarce resources and leaves its footprint on the environment. It also has a 

major political impact in terms of national prestige, and also through education, health 

and the voluntary sector, it plays a part in the internal socialization and the external 

migration of citizens and is viewed, by some, as potentially developing international 

fellowship. (p. 2) 

 

According to Hobsbawm (1983) national identity is deep-rooted in invented traditions, 

which he defined as “a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules 

and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain values and norms of behavior 

by repetition” (p. 1). Sport is a common arena where these invented traditions are on display. 

Sport satisfies the need to belong to one place in the era of globalization (Horky and Stelzner, 

2013). Unlike citizenship or nationality, which are inherently exclusive according to Cho (2009), 
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sports fandom allows the development of a sense of belongingness in relation to any number of 

teams; fans can also begin, end or change allegiances without facing serious consequences. 

According to MacClancy (1996) “People may have multiple identities either simultaneously, 

seasonally or consecutively (p. 3). However, though fans have the ability to change their 

allegiances among domestic leagues, many find it difficult to do the same with their national 

team. Expressions of solidarity with players and teams that represent one’s nation are closely 

linked to cultural nationalism (Bairner, 2005), which both internally unites people and draws 

external boundaries against others (Cho, 2009). A shared sense of national identity is reinforced 

and reinvented through the selective celebrations of a nation's success, which not only serve to 

differentiate the nation from other nations but can also trigger pride among the citizens and 

{re}unite a nation (Hobsbawm, 1983).  

Mass media play an important role in creating the symbols, customs, rituals and myths 

that become part of the collective national consciousness due to cumulative effects (Vincent & 

Crossman, 2012). The relationship between media and sport has shifted over the last few decades 

from when media covered sport to now where the two are “inextricably linked” (Foltin and 

Hallenberger, 1994). Sports are not simply reported or commented on, but have their own 

narrative, complete with a unique language, syntax and semantics (Horky and Stelzner, 2013). 

The narrative and identifying characteristics of sport are key to the public’s fascination and 

obsession with sport. According to Horky and Stelzner (2013), “Sport offers all the ingredients 

of an Aristolean drama: protagonists with defined roles, unity of place, time and action, concepts 

like winning and losing, fortune and misfortune, breaking the rules vs. fair play, friendship and 

animosity, and certainty and uncertainty” (p. 119-120).  
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In global sports contests, people invest a great deal of their self, communal and national 

identities (Maguire, 1999). It is no surprise then that major issues concerning nationalism are 

brought to the forefront every two years, and many people who are not traditional sports fans 

follow the events because of their love of country and not their love of sport (Billings et al., 

2011; Chang et al., 2011). At one of the largest and most prestigious multisport events in the 

world, the Olympic Games are usually structured in “us versus them” media narratives, which 

help people feel their national identity (Chang et al., 2011; Coakley, 2009; Jiang, 2013). This 

idea that sport creates or fosters a sense of nationhood is important because international 

competition generates a seemingly endless number of occasions when nations are embodied in 

something “manifestly real and visible” (Porter and Smith, 2013, p. 1). According to Hobsbawm 

(1992), “The imagined community of millions seems more real as a team of eleven named 

people. The individual, even the one who only cheers, becomes a symbol of the nation himself” 

(p. 143).  

The traditions that surround sporting events are equally important to the invention and 

reinvention of national identity. Sport’s emotions, national colors, emblems, songs and contests 

all make it a perfect vehicle through which collective ideas of nationhood can be expressed 

(Johnes, 2004). Language, above all in the form of poetry and songs, suggests a special kind of 

contemporaneous community (Anderson, 2006). In reference to national anthems typically sung 

before international competitions, Anderson (2006) notes, “No matter how banal the words and 

mediocre the tunes, there is in this singing an experience of simultaneity. At precisely such 

moments, people wholly unknown to each other utter the same verses to the same melody. The 

image: unisonance” (p. 145). Unisonance is key to developing community through national 

identity. According to Makoba (1999, p. 5):  
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Identity and culture are important national matters, when national identity and culture are 

not clearly defined and articulated or are skewed, associated tensions increase and 

reconciliation and success (economic, educational, political) are stunted. National culture 

and the existence of a common thread weaves society together and facilitate coherent 

development. 

 

In countries concerned with nation-building, Kersting (2007) notes that large-scale sport events 

can present unique occasions to strengthen common bonds. Patriotism built up in such events can 

become a common narrative for the country and though this sport patriotism can be short-lived 

and fragile, it still becomes a part of the collective national narrative and history. In nations that 

possess an established national identity and culture, sport presents an opportunity to damage, 

rebuild or reimagine the status quo.  

 Yet, while sport provides many opportunities to “belong,” for some it can provide an 

equal number of opportunities to find belonging elsewhere. As Porter and Smith (2013) note, 

“Ethnic minorities submerged within a majority national culture, for example, may identify more 

strongly in some circumstances with representatives of the nation state that they or their parents 

have left rather than with the one they actually inhabit” (p. 2). This idea extends beyond regional 

and national identities. Sport provides an arena through which people can find identity in 

multiple realms, including religiously, ethnically, and nationally. When studying sports’ complex 

relationship with one’s identity, it is important to understand that the circumstances in which we 

develop a sense of what we are not are just as important as those where we develop a sense of 

what we are. 

Celebrity Athletes and National Identity 

 

The imagined community of millions seems more real as a team of eleven named people. 

Hobsbawn, 1990, p. 143. 

 

Sport is known for providing not only engaging performances for the entertainment 

market, but also for important symbolic capital in terms of national identity and public 
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diplomacy (Dumitriu, 2018). Sport offers “a rich source of stories that can, in many ways, 

function as a direct mirror of national identity” (Hilyoorde, Elling, & Stokvis, 2010, p. 90; 

quoted in Dumitriu, 2018), serving both the construction and the celebration of national identity 

(Alabarces, Tomlinson, & Young, 2001; Poulton, 2004). It fuels this sense of national pride by 

providing one of the most powerful forms of national performance on the global stage (Ednsor, 

2002). Sport allows people a sense of unity, a very efficient tool for constructing collective 

identities (Cho, 2009). With the help of the media, sport has risen to replace work, religion and 

community as the cultural “glue of collective consciousness” (Andrews, 2001b; quoted in Cho, 

2009). Sports also serve as vehicles of identity, providing people with a sense of difference and a 

way of classifying themselves and others (MacClancy, 1996; quoted in Cho, 2009).  

The evolution of sport has been strongly influenced by its deep connection with media. 

communication technologies are crucial to the ability of sporting events to connect people and 

experiences that enhance their collective national consciousness (Boyle and Haynes, 2000). The 

media-sport nexus came as sport became commercialized, setting emphasis on creating both 

spectacle and celebrities out of its performers (Kennedy & Hills, 2009). Once sport entered this 

relationship with the media, it was converted into one of the most resourceful fields to fuel the 

celebrity market (Andrews & Jackson, 2001; Ogden & Rosen, 2010; Smart, 2005). Celebrity 

athletes are considered especially newsworthy due to various elements, including heroic 

performance, gold medal victory, athletic good looks, national identity, and genuine personality 

(Darnell, 2003). 

The collective identities configured through sports can be based on nation-state, region, 

race, ethnicity and even being a fan of a particular team or sports celebrity (Cho, 2009). Cho 

(2009) notes that communal identity exists within the sense of authentic fanhood among 
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followers of a local soccer team as well as internationally among fans of celebrity athletes such 

as Cristiano Ronaldo or LeBron James who can generate a huge, worldwide following. These 

athletes maintain these followings through their efforts of maintaining social expectations of 

supporting social causes, national branding efforts, discussing economic or political issues or 

reviving civic culture practices, thus, contributing, as much as reflecting, the broader 

celebrization process (Dumitriu, 2018). Expressions of solidarity with players and teams that 

represent one’s nation are closely linked to cultural nationalism (Bairner, 2005), which both 

draws certain groups of people together while dividing other groups (Cho, 2009). 

An understanding of sport as one of the main fields fueling the celebrity market leads to 

the conclusion that much of the current research analyzing celebrities and national identity have 

been approached as alternative logics in discussing the social significance of sport performances 

and spectator experiences (Dumitriu, 2018). Both of these identity constructs (celebrity and 

national identity) are highly rooted in emotion. “From joy, pride or excitement, to 

disappointment, shame or anger, sport is ‘primarily about shared experiences’ (Hilvoorde et al., 

2010) that bring people together as much as they divide them” (Dumitriu, 2018, p. 23). 

Celebrities provide a unique medium through which people can identify (Park, 2017; 

Vanc, 2014). With sports becoming more integral in our daily lives, international sporting 

celebrities also become critical parts of our lives and constant subjects of our conversations 

(Vanc, 2014). Chio and Poo (2009) demonstrated the intense emotional relationship that 

adolescents create with celebrities in their study. Their research found these relationships to 

resemble actual interpersonal relationships with a potential for growth despite the interaction 

between them being vicarious and non-reciprocal. These findings suggest, “that consumption of 

celebrity-related media can increase adolescents’ intense-personal feelings regarding celebrity 
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idols and that the intense-personal feelings would also drive the adolescents to consume more 

celebrity-related media content” (Chio & Poo, 2009, p. 34). These relationships with celebrities 

are a strong influence on the way that individuals identify themselves. 

Sporting celebrities are not like other celebrities (Vanc, 2014). They are set apart by an 

aura of authenticity that comes through the perceived honesty of sport (Vanc, 2014) This is 

evident in the many efforts to elect players or coaches to positions of political power (Vanc, 

2014). This authenticity can also come as a detriment to the athlete’s nation when their actions or 

personal life counter the image of a perfect career (Vanc, 2014).  

Dimitriu (2018) acknowledged the sporting celebrity and the national hero as two 

separate constructs created by the media through sport. The celebrity status of sport actors is on 

one hand constructed through the discourse surrounding them and the way the individual is 

represented. On the other hand, national heroes are socially shaped in a continuous process. 

Therefore, the focus, according to Dimitriu, should not be on understanding who the celebrities 

or heroes are, but instead on how they are socially built and redefined. Dumitriu (2018, p. 23) 

noted that: 

A sport celebrity is someone who captivates and inspires, someone people identify with 

and wish to be like. Similarly, sport national heroes speak about (self) defining values 

and beliefs, inspiring and fascinating masses that, to a very large extent, feel they can 

identify with them. While the worship logic triggered by national heroes is linked with 

the “we-ness” feeling, the fan-community culture of celebrity plays an important role in 

terms of social cohesion and identity formation. 

 

The media, and dominant culture, award wealth, fame and celebrity status to athletes who prove 

their athletic ability, notably through lifting trophies or winning championships (Chung, 2003; 

Vanc, 2014). But the requirements necessary to maintain this status is very different in 

comparison to how the athletes acquired it. According to Chung (2003), the crucial factor in 

whether or not an athlete will be able to maintain their status is “whether or not those athletes are 
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able to maintain behavioral patterns consistently on and off the field or court of play, patterns 

corresponding to the social values favored by the dominant culture” (p. 100).  

Just as sporting celebrities and national heroes can play important roles in the structuring 

of national identity, they are also controversial constructs. Sport celebrities and national heroes 

are the focus of emotional and engaging public debate, generating “waves of enthusiastic support 

and admiration, as well as contra-waves of criticism and rejection” (Dimitriu, 2018, p. 24). They 

are equally capable of division or cohesion as they inspire both strong in-group and out-group 

identification processes. This idea is best represented in Jackson and Ponic’s (2001) case studies 

of Wayne Gretzky and Ben Johnson. Gretzky embodied the unifying ability of an athlete to 

connect a nation. Beardsley (1987) wrote, “Because hockey so clearly defines the Canadian 

experience, Wayne Gretzky is the latest in a long line of hockey heroes who personify the hopes, 

wishes, and dreams of the Canadian people … by finding greatness in him, we find it in 

ourselves” (p. 109, 111). On the other side, Ben Johnson’s doping scandal in the 1988 Seoul 

Olympics demonstrated a celebrity-athlete-bordering-on-national-hero’s ability to splinter a 

nation. However, Jackson and Ponic (2001) note that despite the splintering effect on Canadian 

identity that the Johnson affair had, it did reunite a Canadian voice in their collective rejection of 

Johnson’s actions.   

The media play a central role in shaping both constructs of celebrity and national identity. 

Celebrities are both done and undone by media (Smart, 2005), as media coverage is the very 

basis of their existence. Mass media report on or broadcast these sporting events live, in real 

time. It is a huge contribution to a shared national consciousness for people to watch the same 

sporting events simultaneously, support the same national team and talk about the games 

afterwards (Cho, 2009). Media provide the medium and the visibility for conversations about 
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national identity through their display of social imagery. In sport, this comes through the images 

of national teams competing, with flags, banners, and fans wearing the colors of their nation as 

anthems play. The media lead the discussion on national identity by directing the conversation in 

that direction, in part due to its emphasis on international rivalries and the “us vs. them” 

narratives found in coverage. Such experiences may be direct, based on face-to-face interaction, 

or virtual, as fans empathize with others who watch the same sporting events and react similarly 

to them. In either case, common devotion to a national team or teams creates a sense of 

belongingness to the nation (Cho, 2009). Through this engagement, the media play an active 

contributing role in the process of redefining both celebrity and national identity constructs 

(Dimitriu, 2018).  

Sporting celebrities, who in international competition act as physical representations of 

their nations, have the national identity component embedded in their performances. As a result, 

the media attention they receive will have the components of national identity built in as a 

default. As Cho (2009) notes, people often experience a vicarious feeling of national prestige 

when an international sports event is held in their nation-state or when their national athletes are 

victorious. 

 Framing theory serves as a framework for analyzing the relationship between the chosen 

athletes and ideas of national identity, inspiring the following research question: 

RQ1: How are these athletes represented as national cultural icons for the 

formation and affirmation of national identities?
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Transnationalism and Borderless Athletes 

 

Let us export our oarsmen, our fencers, our runners into other lands. That is the true free trade 

of our future; and the day it is introduced into Europe the cause of Peace will have received a 

strong ally. Pierre de Coubertin, paper presented at the Union des Sports Athlétiques, Sorbonne, 

25 November 1892 

 

The original understanding of transnationalism is one best articulated by Keohane and 

Nye (1981) who used the term to describe “contracts, coalitions and interactions across state 

boundaries” not directly controlled by the government. That is not to say the government cannot 

be involved, but in all transnational relationships at least one member represents a non-

governmental organization. Clavin (2005) notes that in this respect, “the study of 

transnationalism enables us to connect directly developments in the international system, notably 

the rise and dissemination of a huge variety of ‘technical’ expertise outside the direct control of 

national government, to the development of international relations” (p. 426). Clavin went on to 

expand on Keohane and Nye’s original definition of transnationalism, stating that: 

It is better to think of a transnational community not as an enmeshed or bound network, 

but rather as a honeycomb, a structure which sustains and gives shapes to the identities of 

nation-states, institutions and particular social and geographic space. It contains 

hollowed-out spaces where institutions, individuals and ideas wither away to be replaced 

by new organizations, groups and innovations. For a transnational community to survive, 

its boundaries must remain open, porous, revisable and interactive (2005, p. 439).   

 

Transnationalism and globalization are often seen as similar processes and the terms 

have, at times, been used interchangeably. Transnationalism broadly refers to multiple ties and 

interactions linking people or institutions across the borders of nation-states (Vertovec, 1999). 

For Giddens (1990), globalization is “the intensification of world-wide social relations which 

link distinct localities in such a way that local happenings are shaped by events occurring miles 

and miles away and vice versa” (p. 64). Because of the growing number of ties linking people 

across nations and the fluidity and diversity of these exchanges as a result of new developments 
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in technology, the literature on transnationalism contains many contradictory claims regarding 

the phenomenon of transnationalism and those who participate in it (Portes et al., 1999). For 

some, transnationalism is a new phenomenon that has only recently appeared as a result of new 

technologies while for others it is a practice as old as labor migration itself, with the technologies 

only enhancing it (Glick Schiller et al., 1992). Some writings view the participants of 

transnational culture as a new and exceptional breed of international entrepreneurs, while others 

hold that all immigrants are participants in the transnational community and culture (Basch 

1994). Finally, some view these activities as a result and reflection of the globalization of 

business while others see them as the catalyst for that very globalization (Guarnizo 1994; Smith 

1995). Studies of globalization have actually informed and encouraged studies of 

transnationalism (Clavin, 2005).  

Despite the contradictions in literature on the history of transnationalism, it is evident that 

the barriers of participation within transnational culture are much lower now than ever before. As 

Wong and Trumper (2002) noted, what is new about transnationalism is the “extensiveness in 

recent time that has been facilitated by rapid jet travel and sophisticated telecommunications 

technology over the past few decades (p. 169). This has given more people the ability to be 

participants in the transnational community. The flood of individuals into the community and the 

globalization of capital have, in some ways, caused a crisis of national identity among nation 

states. Zhuojun and Hualing (2014) note that the full-scale development of globalization is 

rapidly transforming traditional ideas and ways of life. Migration has historically been key to the 

transnationalism community. The movement of people from one nation to another for work 

purposes fosters relations between the home country and the country that the migrant is 

migrating to. Migrants are understood to be ‘transmigrants’ when “they develop and maintain 
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multiple relations—familial, economic, social, organizational, religious, and political—that span 

borders” (p. ix). These transmigrants are seen to have numerous interconnections that cut across 

international borders. Their public identities are seen to be configured in relationship to more 

than one nation-state. In terms of human agency, these “migrants” are taking actions, making 

decisions, and developing identities through social networks that simultaneously connect them to 

two or more societies (Basch, Schiller, & Blanc-Szanton, 1994, p. 7; Schiller et al., 1995, p. 48).  

The nation state is also experiencing changes to its internal/external settings, structure 

and functions, changes that have strengthened or weakened the national identity of its citizens. 

According to Wong and Trumper (2002) globalization fundamentally transforms the relationship 

between “place” of habitation and cultural practices, experiences, and identities. National 

identity is but one of the many possible identities available; however, it is often given priority 

over other types (Poole, 1999, p. 74). Much of the literature that deals with transnationalism 

focus on the idea of a migrant’s commitment to their home nation as well as their current nation. 

Through this lens, commitment is measured by a variety of variables, including length of time 

away from home nation, nationality or citizenship status, socioeconomic status in the county of 

immigration, and the number and level of social and financial connections with their home 

nation (Van Hear, 1998, p. 242-244). 

While cultural workers such as artists, musicians, poets, and scholars have historically 

been members of the transnational community, today, the migration of sports talent as athletic 

labor is a major feature of the ‘new global cultural economy’ (Appadurai, 1990; Ely & 

Ronkainen, 2019). The rise of globalization and professionalization within sport has led to a new 

transnational sporting culture. Within this culture, athletes, coaches and sports administrative 

personnel are migrating across national borders to take up work, with these moves shaping both 
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their athletic and nonathletic development as they live their lives in different countries. These 

individuals represent a unique area of transnationalism that deserves its own specification of 

study as these individuals operate under unique circumstances from other members of 

transnational culture. For Maguire (1999), sport labor migration occurs at three levels: within 

nations, between nations within the same continent, and between nations located in different 

continents and hemispheres. For many, these moves are crucial for an individual’s career 

trajectory. However, the adaptation to and termination of this mobile career are themselves 

critical turning points in the individual’s career and life trajectory (Agergaard and Ryba, 2014; 

Ely & Ronkainen, 2019).  

These transnational athletes are those who seek to continue the upward trajectory of their 

sporting career path by migrating abroad to areas with greater opportunities for social and 

financial gain in the sport that they are engaged in. Maguire (1999) notes how these moves 

illustrate the case of less developed countries having invested in the production of athletic talent; 

once this talent reaches maturity, more economically developed leagues, particularly in the USA 

and Europe, cream off the best available talent. Chiba, Ebihara, and Morino (2001) referred to 

those who transcend national as well as racial and ethnic borders in the world of sport as 

“borderless athletes” (p. 203). 

Portes, Guarnizo, and Landolt (1999) laid out a set of conditions that must be met to 

establish a new phenomenon. First, the process must involve a significant proportion of persons 

in the relevant universe. Second, the activities of interest must not be fleeting or exceptional but 

possess certain stability and resilience over time. Lastly, the content of these activities must not 

be captured by some pre-existing concept that would make the invention of a new term 

redundant. With the growing transnational state of sport and the development of technology 
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allowing for greater mobility and communication abroad (i.e., social media, livestreaming, etc.), 

the number of athletes working outside of their home country has never been higher and 

continues to increase each year. The business surrounding sport brings in billions of dollars each 

year in broadcast and marketing deals, making the business surrounding athlete migration not 

only sustainable, but offering great growth. Finally, the external factors that surround the 

borderless athletes and their business endeavors abroad are much more unique when compared to 

other individuals involved in transnational business practices throughout the world.  

Borderless athletes do fit in Portes, Guarnizo and Landolt’s definition of 

transnationalism, being “persons who live dual lives: speak two languages, have homes in two 

countries, and make a living through continuous regular contact across national borders,” but the 

additional weight that comes with being an international athlete competing abroad ensures that 

the case for borderless athletes is a unique one. According to the authors, what constitutes truly 

original phenomena and, therefore, a justifiable new topic of investigation, are the high intensity 

of exchanges, the new modes of transacting, and the multiplication of activities that require 

cross-border travel and contact on a sustained basis. The frequency of matches and high amount 

of travel across the continent for those playing at the highest level demonstrate that borderless 

athletes constitute their own transnational phenomenon. 

Social Media and Athlete Use 

 

The online social network facilitates a level of interactivity between fans and athletes not often 

found in mainstream media. Kassing & Sanderson, 2010. 

 

Traditionally, sports fans had limited access to athletes, watching them from a distance at 

a sporting event or on television (Hambrick & Mahoney, 2011). The few chances the fans might 

have to catch a glimpse of the personality of their favorite athletes came through interviews 

conducted by figures in the media or through a public relations official (Hambrick & Mahoney, 
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2011). Fans would be able to see or read these messages but lacked any vehicle through which to 

respond or engage back with the athlete. Social media filled this void by creating an open 

environment through which athletes and fans could engage directly. This means that fans are 

able to connect with their favorite athletes and develop para-social relationships with those they 

choose to follow, as if the athlete were a close friend. Companies and brands such as Nike, the 

Miami Dolphins, or La Liga have noticed that these arenas for communication allow them to 

more finely tune their advertising to those groups of people who are more likely to engage with 

their content. As a result, social media is quickly replacing traditional media as the primary 

source consumers turn to for information about products and brands (Bruhn et al., 2012). 

An important characteristic of social media is that it is both personal and individual. Its 

affordances allow athletes to deliver messages directly to their fan base (McKelvey & 

Masteralexis, 2011; Hambrick et al., 2010, Kassing & Sanderson, 2010). This direct 

communication between athletes and fans serves as a vehicle through which athletes can promote 

themselves as well as their sport, team and corporate sponsors (Hambrick & Mahoney, 2011; 

Cunningham & Bright, 2012). Social media, therefore, provides unique opportunities for athletes 

to form, develop and maintain their own personal brands (Geurin, 2017). Sanderson (2013) 

examined the ways that rookie athletes in many of the United States’ major sporting leagues 

(NBA, MLB, NFL and NHL) used Twitter to build their identity in their first year after 

becoming a professional. Many successful celebrity athletes, including Giannis Antetokounmpo, 

Cristiano Ronaldo and Patrick Mahomes have become human brands that drive the sale of 

products associated with their names and images.  

When done effectively, the building of these personal brands can in turn lead to lucrative 

endorsement deals for the athlete (Brison et al., 2016; Cunningham & Bright, 2012). The 
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public’s perception of an athlete plays a significant role in the athlete’s ability to obtain 

endorsements as well as leverage sports teams while re-negotiating contracts (Smith & 

Sanderson, 2015). Endorsement deals have long served as a validation for athletes of their value 

and prominence in popular culture (McKelvey & Masteralexis, 2011). Research has shown that 

consumers prefer to obtain information from those they view as peers as opposed to the company 

itself (Harrison-Walker, 2001). An effective personal brand that connects to the consumer 

therefore is crucial in drawing these large endorsement deals. The variety of social media 

platforms available provide the means for both well and soft-spoken athletes to find an arena 

through which they can build an effective following and personal brand (McKelvey & 

Masteralexis, 2011). These athletes’ posts can have great influence, potentially going beyond 

those made by other types of celebrities. Carlson and Donavan (2008) reported that of celebrity-

endorsement advertisements, 60% involve an athlete. The researchers studied the effect of athlete 

endorsements through athlete identification, or the personal connection fans feel with athletes. 

The results showed that fans who experienced a greater connection to the athlete expressed more 

positive feelings about the athlete’s team and were more likely to purchase products endorsed by 

the athlete (Carlson & Donavan, 2008).  

Given the popularity of athletes among consumers, numerous firms tie their brands to 

successful athletes with the expectation that doing so will transfer the athlete’s positive attributes 

onto the brand (Carlson & Donavan, 2013). Many of these athletes are chosen for these 

endorsements because they are viewed as having a strong connection with consumers (Carlson & 

Donavan, 2008). This connection is also viewed as the fan’s identification, or overlap between 

schema, with the athlete. Fans conceptualize brand personality in terms of human personality 

traits that are applicable and relevant for brands, such as Apple being hip or Nike being athletic 
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(Carlson & Donavan, 2013). Consumer perceptions of athletes develop in much the same way as 

they do towards other types of brands (Na et al., 2020). Perception is dependent on overall brand 

image, which is constructed as consumers draw upon both pre-existing information and new 

information they encounter that concerns the athlete (Arai, Ko, & Ross, 2014). Therefore, it is 

important for athletes to share content that aligns with their desired brand as well as content that 

users are likely to engage (Na et al., 2020). Social media allows athletes to take greater control 

over their self-presentation and express aspects of their identity that they perceive to be more 

salient (Smith & Sanderson, 2015).  

Accessibility is a key factor in identification (Gwinner & Swanson, 2003; Sutton et al., 

1997), as the more opportunities that a fan has to connect with the athlete, the more likely it is 

that they will continue identifying with the brand (Gwinner & Swanson, 2003). Sanderson’s 

(2013) research on rookie athletes illustrated the efforts of the athletes to highlight a complex 

and multifaceted self. Beyond posts solely related to training regiments or other content related 

to their work, the athletes’ posts contained aspects of personal life and other matters that give 

fans a much deeper insight to the real person behind the athlete. Smith and Sanderson (2015) 

explored the captions used by athletes on their posts and found six prominent themes that address 

the array of personal characteristics addressed through athletes’ posts on social media, from 

being a humanitarian and dedicated athlete to being a socialite or endorser.  

Social media has affordances that allow athletes to connect directly to their fans, thereby 

also enabling the athletes to counteract the way they are portrayed in mass media (Sanderson, 

2008, 2011). Since the public’s perception plays such a significant role in an athlete’s ability to 

obtain endorsements, having a way of maintaining or mending one’s image in the public without 

the help of mass media can be crucial to an athlete’s financial success. It is important for 



 

25 

 

athletes, particularly celebrity athletes, who generate worldwide followings to consistently work 

to maintain them. Social media allows these athletes to highlight major moments in their 

business, personal and philanthropic lives to remain relevant in contemporary society. One 

example of an athlete interested in maintaining their reputation in society is American 

quarterback Tom Brady. In May of 2020, reports leaked that the relationship between Brady and 

his former offensive coordinator Josh McDaniels had been deteriorating prior to his trade from 

New England to Tampa Bay. In response, Brady posted a screenshot of the report to his 

Instagram story, overlaying the messages “Please stop this nonsense! Please be more responsible 

with reporting. 19 years together and brothers for life” and tagging McDaniels in the post. 

Brady’s post was meant to counteract these reports and ensure that the image Brady had built 

amongst Patriot fans and the rest of the league would stay intact. The importance of athletes such 

as Brady in maintaining the image they have built with the public is an important factor of 

effective brand building. 

 Social media affordances which allow athletes to take control of their public image or 

counteract the narratives of traditional media inspire the following research question: 

RQ2: How do these athletes represent themselves as national cultural icons for the 

formation and affirmation of national identities? 
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3. METHOD 

 

Procedure 

 

This project looks to examine three superstar transnational athletes in the sport of soccer: 

Christian Pulisic, Son Heung-min and Mohamed Salah. Each of these athletes comes from a 

different nation and continent of birth (USA, South Korea and Egypt) but at the time of writing 

have each been employed by different teams within the English Premier League (Chelsea, 

Tottenham Hotspur and Liverpool). Each of these athletes at the time of writing have also 

recently played a role in a major moment with their national team. While soccer and these 

athletes are not unique when analyzing issues of transnationalism and citizenship, they do each 

represent prime examples of this new kind of citizenry where they live both bordered and 

borderless lives where their actions on and off the field can be viewed as tools for the structuring 

and destructuring of national identities.  

Selection of Athletes 

 

These athletes were chosen because they began their careers in nations that do not have 

long histories of producing world-renowned talent in the sport and, as a result, these athletes 

have grown to become nearly synonymous with soccer itself in their respective nations. This 

recognition creates a need for the athlete to be a model spokesperson and representative for their 

country regardless of the country in which they are performing their athletic endeavors. These 

athletes were also chosen for their presence on social media and their use of the platform as a 

vehicle to connect with their fans. A presence on social media was important for this study as it 
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is a primary way for contemporary athletes to circumvent the mainstream media and send 

messages directly to their followers (Smith & Sanderson, 2015). Understanding how these 

athletes are taking initiative in the way the public views them is an important aspect in 

addressing how these athletes serve, or represent themselves, as icons of national identity.  

Selection of Publications 

 

The selection process for which publications would be included in my analysis was 

designed so that each athlete would be represented by two outlets from their home nation as well 

as two outlets from England – where they are currently employed in the English Premier League. 

The list of publications used includes: The New York Times (USA), The Washington Post (USA), 

Egypt Today (Egypt), Sada Elbalad (Egypt), The Korea Herald (South Korea), Chosun Ilbo 

(South Korea), The Times (UK), and Daily Mail (UK). To determine which outlets from the 

athlete’s home nation would be selected, I performed a search to find out what the most popular 

media outlets were as noted by circulation size. Circulation size was my main determinant 

because I felt that understanding how the athlete is being represented would be best captured by 

an analysis of the outlets with the widest reach. From that list, I examined each of the outlets to 

find the three that would be used for my analysis. Those chosen were the publications that had 

the best archival of past articles that would assist me in collecting my data. I also made certain 

that from these publications, I selected those that had a consistent coverage of sport not only in 

their domestic league, but an interest in following the careers of national athletes abroad. In my 

selection of publications from England, I was interested in capturing coverage from across the 

spectrum of English media, which means I was intentional in my selection of both newspapers 

categorized as the country’s “quality press” as well as the tabloid coverage of these athletes. This 

difference in coverage is important in representing how these athletes are represented, not only to 
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the elite of society that prefer quality press, but also to the remainder of the general public who 

prefer the tabloid layout. A total of 581 articles across all of the publications selected were 

analyzed.  

Selection of Social Media 

 

 Instagram was chosen as the social media platform to be analyzed due to its prominence 

in the key demographic for advertisers of 18-34 years of age. It is a widely popular social media 

platform with over 1 billion monthly active users worldwide. Instagram was also a platform that 

each athlete both had an account on and was actively posting content to. Instagram’s focus on 

images also seemed to provide an interesting balance with the text heavy content to be analyzed 

in the media coverage. A total of 133 Instagram posts were pulled from the athletes’ profiles for 

analysis.  

Coder 

 

 The process of qualitative analysis is one unique to the individual tasked with the 

collection of data and the development of the coding protocol. According to Corbin and Strauss 

(2008), “Researchers are translators of other persons’ words and actions.” As a researcher, the 

goal is to elicit and convey meaning by bringing the data to life. However, as Corbin and Strauss 

(2008) point out, the possibility of the interpretation being a “bit off” is very real, but qualitative 

researchers must push forward with analysis. “With it we have more to gain than we have to 

lose” (Corbin & Strauss, 2014). 

Data Collection 

 

 This study uses a thematic analysis approach from a variety of sources. To address the 

question as to how these athletes are represented as cultural icons of national identity, news and 

feature stories referencing the athlete will be the primary content analyzed. To address the 
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question as to how these athletes represent themselves as cultural icons of national identity, 

emphasis will be placed on content that the athletes generate themselves. For example, each 

athlete’s Instagram accounts will be analyzed. Other artifacts studied include songs, chants and 

other content that references the athletes created by fans or other nontraditional means.  

 Data was collected from two separate time periods: June 1 – July 31, 2018 and January 1 

– July 31, 2020. The first dates were selected for study to analyze representations of the athletes 

during the 2018 World Cup, a period in which ideas of national identity would be on full display 

as the athletes were acting as physical representations of their home nations. The second dates 

were selected for study to analyze, as recently as possible, representations of these athletes when 

they are away from their national teams and competing with their professional clubs. These dates 

are crucial in our understanding of how these athletes are not only representatives of their nations 

when draped in their nation’s flag and colors, but continually serve as icons for the formation 

and affirmation of national identities at all times. 

Data Analysis 

 

 This project seeks to use comparative analysis as defined by Corbin and Strauss (2014) as 

“comparing incident against incident for similarities and differences” to relate and understand the 

unique experiences of each of the athletes studied. Primary variables to be studied from the data 

include the main topics, themes and tones of the articles and other content analyzed. Themes, or 

concepts, are defined by Corbin and Strauss (2014) as being “Words that stand for groups or 

classes of objects, events, and actions that share some major common property(ies), though the 

property(ies) can vary dimensionally” (p. 45). Properties are defined as the characteristics of an 

object, event or action. It is important to remember that the main topics, themes and tones of 

each article were based upon my interpretation of the article after carefully reading it. Beyond 
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that initial reading, I reread each article, multiple times in most instances, taking detailed notes 

on topics discussed by the author throughout the article. I took special note of direct quotes as 

well as articles in which the author focused a great deal of attention on a personal issue. 

Although I was aware of past themes and frames in articles about athletes and national identity, 

an attempt was made to read these articles with an open mind and allow the themes and frames to 

develop naturally, rather than with a preconceived idea of how the article should read.  

Coverage of these athletes has been the traditional way that fans learn and build 

identification with the athletes that they follow seemingly since the beginning of sport. While 

traditional media coverage has its perks and shortcomings, it remains a crucial aspect of the 

analysis given that many still use it for information about their favorite athletes. The addition of 

an analysis of each athlete’s Instagram accounts is also important to the significance of this study 

as social media has become a primary source for many fans to follow and engage with their 

favorite athletes more directly. As discussed earlier, social media allows for a more intimate and 

authentic engagement between the athlete and their fans. Athletes are able to express only the 

characteristics about themselves that they want to highlight and allows them to take back control 

of the narrative surrounding them that had previously been controlled by the media. This 

empowerment that social media gives the athletes deserves proper attention by scholars because 

the choices made by the athletes regarding what they post are not accidental. They are intentional 

decisions about how they want the world to see them. It became clear through the analysis that 

while some themes appeared in both the media coverage as well as the athlete’s Instagram, often, 

the athletes were interested in expressing very different aspects of themselves than the coverage 

was showing. 
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4. THE ATHLETES 

 

Son Heung-min 

 

Son Heung-min was born in Chuncheon, in the Gangwon province of South Korea, on 

July 8, 1992. Son began training with his father at 10-years-old but was not allowed to play in 

any matches or join any teams until he was almost a teenager. In 2008, German clubs Hamburg 

S.V. and FC Nürnberg made a deal with the Korean Football Association (KFA) that they would 

give academy trials to three promising South Korean players. As a result, Son left South Korea at 

the age of 16 to join the youth academy of Bundesliga side Hamburg S.V. After breaking into the 

first team at Hamburg, Son caught the attention of Bayer Leverkusen who brought Son to the 

club in 2013. After just two seasons with Leverkusen, another move was in the works, with 

Tottenham Hotspur of the English Premier League paying 30 million Euros for the South 

Korean’s signature, making him the most expensive Asian player of all time. Since signing for 

the North London club, Son has gone on to establish himself as an international superstar in the 

game. After both the 2018/19 and 2019/20 season, Son was awarded every one of Tottenham’s 

end of the season awards, including player of the season and goal of the season.  

Despite the international success and recognition, Son’s career was very nearly put on 

hold. All able South Korean males are required to complete 21 months of military service before 

turning the age of 28. For Korean athletes, bringing a sporting title to their country will ensure 

that they are exempt from their 21 months of service, as their sporting achievements are viewed 
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as an act of service to their country. Son came close to attaining his exemption in the 

2015 Asian Cup in Australia, but despite leveling the match late and sending it to extra time, the 

Australians found a winner to capture gold on their home soil. More chances came in the 2016 

Olympics and the 2018 World Cup, but South Korea bowed out early in each. 

In his last opportunity to secure military exemption, Son captained South Korea to the 

final of the 2018 Asian Games against Japan. The game was a back-and-forth contest, ultimately 

finishing 0-0 at the end of regulation. Son provided the assist for each of South Korea’s two 

goals in extra time that saw the Reds defeat Japan 2-1 and secure the exemption for the entirety 

of the South Korean team.  

Son, now 27, is an established member of the Tottenham Hotspur first team, forging his 

name both in domestic and European competition, recently competing in the final of the UEFA 

Champions League. 

Mohamed Salah 

 

Mohamed Salah Hamed Mahrous Ghaly, or Mo Salah, was born on June 15, 1992 in 

Basyoun, Egypt. Salah began his playing career with smaller clubs near his village in Basyoun 

but began his professional playing career at 14 when he signed for Arab Contractors (El 

Mokawloon) in Cairo. Salah played three years for El Mokawloon’s youth teams before making 

the jump to the first team  

Salah made his debut for Egypt at just 19-years-old in a match against Sierra Leone in 

September 2011. He scored his first international goal against Niger a month later, going on to 

represent Egypt at the Olympic Games in England in 2012. In the tournament, Salah scored in all 

three group matches, against the likes of Brazil, New Zealand, and Belarus, as Egypt made it to 

the quarterfinals of the tournament.  
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In 2012, Salah moved to Europe for the first time when he signed for Swiss side FC 

Basel. In two years, Salah made 47 appearances for Basel, scoring nine goals. The young 

winger’s performances for Basel as well as his early showing in the Olympics soon attracted the 

attention of Premier League side Chelsea, who signed Salah in January 2014. He was used 

sparingly in his debut season with Chelsea, eventually being allowed to leave on loan to Italian 

Serie A clubs Fiorentina and Roma, with the latter eventually signing him permanently for €15 

million. Salah flourished at Roma, helping them record a second-place finish in Serie A and a 

club record points-tally in 2017. That summer, Salah returned to the Premier League to sign for 

Liverpool for a then club-record fee of £36.9 million.  

Salah’s defining moment in the Egyptian shirt came on October 8, 2017 in a World Cup 

qualifying match against the Congo. In the 95th minute with the match tied 1-1, Salah scored a 

penalty to send Egypt to the World Cup for the first time in 28 years.  

Since signing for Liverpool, Salah has amassed countless individual awards, including 

the PFA Player’s Player of the Year and the Golden Boot. Salah became the fastest player in 

Liverpool club history to score 50 goals for the club, reaching the mark in just 65 games. He has 

led Liverpool to both domestic and European success since his arrival, leading the team to top 

four finishes in each of his seasons with the club. Salah also scored the first goal of the match as 

Liverpool went on to win the 2019 UEFA Champions League Final. Salah, now 27, is a cult hero 

among Liverpool supporters and considered a national treasure by his countryman back in Egypt. 

He is consistently referred to as “The Egyptian King” by media pundits and fans alike. 

Christian Pulisic 

 

Christian Pulisic was born on September 18, 1998 in Hershey, Pennsylvania. In February 

2015, after several years playing for clubs in Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Brackley, 
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Northamptonshire, England, Pulisic’s professional career began when he signed for the German 

club Borussia Dortmund. At 16-years-old, Pulisic joined the club’s U17 squad, but only played 

in 15 games at the youth level, totaling 10 goals and 8 assists, before being called up to join the 

Dortmund first team.  

Pulisic made 90 appearances for Borussia Dortmund from his breakthrough in 2016 

through the summer of 2019, becoming the youngest non-German to score in the league, the 

youngest player to score two Bundesliga goals, and the youngest player to appear and score for 

Dortmund in the UEFA Champions League. During this same period, Pulisic was also making a 

name for himself on the international stage for the United States Men’s National Team 

(USMNT). After two years with the U15 and U17 teams for the United States, on March 27, 

2016, Pulisic was called up to the senior team by head coach Jürgen Klinsmann and made his 

debut in a World Cup qualifying game against Guatemala. His appearance as an 84th minute 

substitute made him the youngest American to play in a World Cup qualifier. On September 2, 

2016, Pulisic made history again when he recorded two goals and an assist in a World Cup 

qualifying match against Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, becoming the youngest American to 

score in a qualifier and the youngest to score a brace.  

Strong performances saw Pulisic become the youngest player to captain the United States 

at 20 years and 60 days old. In October of 2017, the United States Men’s National team failed to 

qualify for the 2018 World Cup by losing 2-1 in its final qualifying match against Trinidad and 

Tobago. The loss was deemed one of the worst in American soccer history. Part of the blame for 

the loss was cast on the players that have come up in their development outside of the United 

States with supporters claiming that these athletes were ‘barely American’ and didn’t care as 

much. A few weeks after the loss, Pulisic penned a piece for Players Tribune in which he 
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addressed these concerns and urged supporters to understand that despite some players 

upbringings outside of the United States, their passion for the team and for the country did not 

waiver. Despite the failure to qualify, Pulisic’s individual accomplishments with the USMNT 

and his club teams have led many to believe that Pulisic is the United States’ first international 

soccer superstar. 

On January 2, 2019, Pulisic signed for Premier League club Chelsea for an estimated £58 

million transfer fee, making him the most expensive American player of all time. He made his 

Premier League debut in August 2019 and scored his first goals for Chelsea on October 26, 2019, 

completing a “perfect” hat-trick in a 4-2 win against Burnley. The hat-trick was the first of his 

career and made him the second American to achieve the feat since Clint Dempsey in 2012 as 

well as the youngest hat-trick scorer in Chelsea’s history. Pulisic, now 21, is beginning to find 

his place within Frank Lampard’s young Chelsea side. Pulisic has come to be known as “Captain 

America” by media pundits both in America and abroad. 
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5. FINDINGS 

 

 RQ1 asked how these athletes were represented as national cultural icons for the 

formation and affirmation of national identities. The coverage of these athletes served as the 

primary source for addressing this question and the themes discussed that draw on examples of 

coverage constitute the primary findings for this question. RQ2 asked how these athletes 

represent themselves as national cultural icons for the formation and affirmation of national 

identities. This question was sought to be understood in part through the ways that these athletes 

portray themselves through their Instagram. Social media, and Instagram in particular, are 

mediums through which both private and public individuals are given space through which they 

can present themselves to their followers in the ways they wish inside the parameters permitted 

on the platform. Therefore, these intentional decisions made by the athletes in regard to content 

published on their Instagram served as the primary source for addressing this question. The 

themes drawn from these Instagram posts represent the ways that these athletes were 

representing themselves in regard to their status as national cultural icons. There was of course 

overlap at times in which certain examples of coverage seemed be documenting the athlete while 

they are representing themselves as symbols of national identity, and those examples are 

highlighted within the presentation of findings.  

Athlete Identity 

 

  A major focus during the analysis of both the coverage and the Instagram posts was: 

what are each of these athletes known for? In the coverage, what aspects of each athlete’s 

personality are being highlighted and how are these athletes being represented to the public? In 
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analyzing each athlete’s Instagram, the focus shifted to what aspects of themself each athlete was 

emphasizing. As discussed previously, this was important given that the choices made for their 

personal social media often will reflect more about the way each athlete wants to be seen than 

anything else. 

The Competitor 

 

 Throughout the media coverage, each athlete was largely defined by the aspects of their 

personality that related to their role as a professional athlete or competitor.  Often highlighted 

were characteristics that would be deemed honorable of any warrior throughout history, let alone 

a professional athlete, such as being humble, driven, ambitious, disciplined, or unsatisfied.  

In being humble, often the athletes were quoted as giving credit to either their teammates 

after a win, or in the case of Son, giving thanks to the soldiers protecting his country that gave 

him the ability to become a national team player and compete on the national stage. Salah, who 

at times throughout the season has come under fire for being called selfish with his play, seemed 

to be defended quite staunchly in coverage with reports repeatedly quoting teammates and 

coaches. One prominent quote from his manager Jurgen Klopp said: 

The key thing to remember is the best thing about Mo is that he never sees himself as 

being more important than the team or anyone else within it. He recognizes his team-

mates and this club helped him achieve individual success last season.  

 

Very rarely were these athletes regarded as being arrogant and it seemed that in the face of 

someone doubting the character of these athletes that the coverage often fought hard to maintain 

the athletes’ positive image. In response to controversy as to whether Salah was being selfish 

with his play and not sharing the ball with his teammates, reports were quick to point out Salah’s 

assist numbers, comparing him to other prominent players in the league, and noting that while 

the numbers show that he is actually quite charitable with the ball, to those that still question his 



 

38 

 

selfishness, “With 94 goals in 148 appearances for the Reds since joining in the summer of 2017, 

you cannot argue that he has every right to go for goal as often as possible.” 

Very often during the World Cup, the competitive characteristics of the athletes such as 

drive, humbleness, or dissatisfaction were presented as simply looking forward to the next game, 

regardless of the result, but during the season, this was embodied in many different ways for 

each player. All three athletes were at some point fighting back from injury or looking forward to 

the next time that they would regroup with the national team. This formed a major point of 

similarity in their coverage. However, being driven also took unique meaning for each athlete 

within the context of their club’s season. Pulisic, the youngest of the athletes in the analysis by 

six years, is still in the midst of proving himself at the highest level. Therefore, much of the 

coverage regarding Pulisic related the strides he was making to prove he was able to contribute 

and secure a place in his team’s starting eleven. For Salah, who helped lead Liverpool to their 

first Premier League title in over 30 years, a focus in the latter portion of the season was how he 

would remain driven having accomplished everything he had set out to do when he joined the 

club.  

Being disciplined was related to mental toughness and not succumbing to reckless 

mistakes in the context of the game. This was a minor theme that appeared to have greater 

importance due to having fewer examples, thus increasing its salience. Discipline or mental 

toughness is one trait that is often criticized when it is absent but repeatedly overlooked when its 

present. It is a trait that is expected of professional athletes and therefore only news in times 

when the athletes surprisingly lack it. Therefore, the limited times that discipline is addressed 

actually seems to speak more to the presence of discipline amongst the athletes almost more so 

than if there had been many examples related to discipline. When an athlete exhibits excellence 
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in some form for an extended period of time, eventually it becomes the norm, and things that are 

normal are not newsworthy. 

The notion of leadership, or the idea that it was their team, was one expected to occur 

during the World Cup but remained relevant during the club season. One outlet reported, “Salah 

has been one of the best players in the world, having led the Pharaohs to qualify for the World 

Cup in Russia, and leading his team Liverpool to the Champions league finals.” Another outlet 

noted, “Tottenham Hotspur forward Son, who hit 18 goals last season for his club, has found it 

hard to replicate that form for his country.” 

The references to these athletes leading their teams to certain accomplishments was a constant 

occurrence throughout all the coverage. It was expected during the World Cup given that these 

athletes were selected for analysis in this study due to the relatively short history that their 

nations had in producing global talent within the sport. Therefore, these athletes were likely 

standout performers for their national team with inherent leadership responsibilities that come 

along with the pressure to perform on the international stage. 

In many ways, when these athletes are performing for their national teams, this notion of 

the athlete taking ownership of the team was one that the fans admired and rallied behind. This 

was the case for Salah after a solid performance during World Cup qualifying, with reports 

stating that “the team of Mo Salah gathered and broke the opponent with the score 4-0.”  

However, it seemed that in some cases when the gulf in quality between the star player 

and the rest of the team was too great that it could actually be detrimental to any good feelings of 

national identity that come from national team success. This was the case with Son when he 

scored a goal in South Korea’s 2-1 loss to Mexico at the World Cup. Several Korean viewers 

were quoted as saying things such as: “That’s a top-class goal that Korea does not deserve,” 
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“Korea hasn’t scored a goal. Son Heung-min has,” and “Son must have been so frustrated. If I 

were him, I’d want to kick all the rest out and fill the team with 10 clones.” In this case, the fans 

identification with Son had so far superseded their identification with the national team that they 

felt they as a nation were holding him back. This is evident in another quote from a Korean 

viewer reminiscing of the success of the 2002 Korean national team that said, “Son is born in the 

wrong generation. Imagine if he played in the 2002 game.” The experience of these fans presents 

an interesting dilemma for national identity scholars to wrestle with in the future. These factors 

contribute to the notion that the success of, or level of identification with, one player for a 

national team could ultimately become detrimental to overall national identity or identity with 

the team they represent. 

The Person 

 

 While the media coverage of the athletes excelled in telling the story of these athletes as 

competitors and their Instagram posts fell flat, the roles are reversed in regard to the story of the 

athlete as a person. This is not expected given prior discussions of social media as a medium that 

promotes more intimate and authentic engagement between athletes and their fans. Social media 

is often a place where athletes choose to share their personal lives with their fans on their own 

terms whereas, previously, the closest many fans could get to the personal lives of their favorite 

athletes were through the intrusive and impersonal shots from tabloids and paparazzi. Through 

social media, fans are able to feel like more than just fans of an athlete. The posts allow them to 

feel as if they are getting to know the athlete and develop a para-social relationship with them, as 

if they were a close friend.  

As a result, many of the characteristics found within the athlete’s Instagram tend to 

reflect who the athlete is away from the sport – or, rather, how they want to be seen. Fans get a 
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glimpse into the personality and personal life of the athlete, including their religion, family, 

friends, and sense of humor among other things the athlete chooses to share with their following 

(Figure 1). It is important to note that users of social media in general, beyond celebrity athletes 

and other people of note, tend to only reflect on the positive aspects of their lives, and that was 

reflected in the analysis.  

Figure 1 

Salah, Son, and Pulisic Posts – Religion, Family, Friends, and Sense of Humor 
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Though it did happen occasionally, very rarely did the athletes make posts that focused 

on negative aspects of their lives, such as match losses or other areas in life where they fell short 

(Figure 2). Social media, and Instagram in particular, is generally used as a platform to announce 

and celebrate victories and other positive moments in one’s life. Therefore, it is important to 

understand this aspect of social media before any discourse can take place regarding the 

intentional decisions made by the athletes on what to post and when. 

Figure 2 

Pulisic and Son Posts – Failure  

  
 

Primarily, each athlete used their Instagram as a way of updating their fans on how they 

were remaining active during quarantine and enjoying quality time with their family. Shot from 

within the home or in their back gardens, each athlete at some point made posts related to how 

they were continuing to train during their time off (Figure 3). Pulisic participated in social media 

challenges during the lockdown that combined both training related to his sport with current pop 
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culture trends going on while sending encouragement to his followers to stay safe and stay 

inside.  

Figure 3 

Son, Pulisic, and Salah Posts – Training in Quarantine 

  
 

 
 

The lockdown was a time of mass uncertainty and many of the major events from the 

spring were referenced in the feeds of each athlete. All Premier League players shared the same 
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post (Figure 4) to signal their togetherness in support of the NHS (National Health Service in 

England) and their united efforts to provide funds and other support for the NHS as they 

continued the fight against the Coronavirus.  

Figure 4 

Son Post – NHS Support 

 
 

The Black Lives Matter movement was another major event that took place during this 

period in the season and as the Premier League was beginning to make arrangements for the 

restart of its season, two of the athletes made posts signaling their support for the BLM 

movement and their stance on the eradication of racism in all forms (Figure 5).
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Figure 5 

Pulisic and Son Posts – BLM Support 

  
 

While both Covid-19 and the BLM movement were highlights of the athlete’s charitable 

or advocacy posts, there were many more examples of different areas of each athlete’s 

endorsements or charitable work that were highlighted in Instagram posts during this extended 

period of lockdown, including Pulisic’s donations of food to the hospital he was born in during 

the Coronavirus pandemic as well as Salah’s announcement of his role as an ambassador for 

Vodafone’s program designed to connect refugee students to quality digital education throughout 

his country of Egypt and across Sub-Saharan Africa (Figure 6). 
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Figure 6 

Pulisic and Salah Posts – Charitable  

  
 

Given that there were no longer sports to fill the attention of fans during the Covid-19 

enforced Premier League shutdown, greater focus was put on the personal lives of the athletes. 

Particularly, Salah’s posts reflected his home life, family and contained numerous selfies (Figure 

7), which seemed to go a long way in connecting with his fans as the posts felt more natural. 

Many of Salah’s posts, particularly during this period of lockdown, made reference to his 

religion, a significant finding given that Salah is a proud Muslim and is known for his goal 

celebration where he often bows to the ground in the semblance of a prayer. Pulisic, who grew in 

his use of TikTok during the lockdown, felt that his use of the app helped him pass the time 

during lockdown but was also significant for his relationship with his fans. “I think it gives 

people a chance to see me a little better. No one really knows who I am, they just see me as a 

footballer, so hopefully it gives them a little insight into my character,” Pulisic was quoted as 

saying. By and large, the athletes used their Instagram for this exact reason. Their posts provided 
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insights into the personal lives and character of the man behind the player and allowed fans a 

glimpse into what really matters to the athletes at the end of the day.  

Figure 7 

Salah Post - Selfie 

 
 

Presentations of Success 

 

 Where both the coverage of these athletes and their Instagram posts aligned the best is in 

presenting each athlete as a successful transnational athlete. The representation of these athletes 

as success stories comes naturally from the discussions of their performances in the matches but 

is enhanced in the commentary often employed to describe the regard with which these players 

and their performances are held. Not only did a vast majority of the articles make at least some 

reference to the personal or collective success that these athletes were a part of, but they often 

infused opinions that spoke to the excellence of the player themselves. The descriptions of the 

goals, assists, wins, or spectacular performances were loaded with inflated language that went 

beyond simply reporting the happenings of the matches but began to further build the status of 
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each of these players to where they stand as pinnacles of the international game. In describing 

Salah’s goal just 52 seconds after taking the field, the reporter wrote: 

Less than a minute. 52 seconds, to be precise. Mohamed Salah had only touched the ball 

once and been on the pitch less time than it takes to boil a kettle but it didn't matter. 
When scoring goals comes so naturally, it probably shouldn't have come as a surprise that 

Salah registered on his first appearance of pre-season. But, even still, the speed in which 

the Egyptian found himself back in the groove, thumping in a header from close range, 

was remarkable. 

 

The athletes were constantly referred to as stars or celebrities in the game and described as world 

class by the reporters describing the action. Their names were set alongside and routinely 

compared to some of the most well-known and respected players in the world, such as Cristiano 

Ronaldo, Luis Suarez, and Lionel Messi. These consistently positive representations of these 

athletes are so important to the growth of their personal brands and provides a platform from 

which their reach as global cultural influencers can increase. This rise in notoriety for the athlete 

is impactful to the development of national identity for their home nations because it increases 

the likelihood that they are seen as bringing positive attention to their country and garnering 

respect for themselves and their countrymen as a successful footballing nation.  

 One primary way that these athletes continued to present their status as successful both 

on and off the field came from the company that the athletes chose to present themselves 

associating with. To reiterate a quote on celebrity athletes from Wong and Trumper (2002), 

“From humble, modest backgrounds, they are now superstar global athletes who circulate 

socially among the global elite and capitalist class. Their friends are other celebrities, wealthy 

capitalists, powerful politicians, and the like” (p. 176). This was precisely what was found to be 

true in regard to the analysis of each athlete’s Instagram posts. While often this was presented 

implicitly through training or match photos alongside teammates, it still remains that the athletes 

are aligning themselves with other successful athletes. At times, however, the athletes make 
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posts that were much more explicit to this point. Pulisic posted one photo with Tyler “Ninja” 

Blevins, a famous Twitch streamer and eSport athlete. Additionally, Pulisic posted a collection 

of photos of himself with NBA stars Kevin Durant and Donovan Mitchell (Figure 8). These 

images are important because they cement the athlete’s status as a member of the social elite. 

They are a reminder of the athlete’s position within society and can be used as a means of 

understanding the level of their stardom. For instance, sharing company with a bench player in 

the NBA could be considered one level of stardom, but sharing company with NFL quarterback 

Tom Brady constitutes a much higher level of stardom given Brady’s own stardom and the 

company he shares. Specifically, in this case with Pulisic, connecting himself with elite stars 

from America also reinforces his own Americanness to his following. 

Figure 8 

Pulisic Posts – Famous Friends 
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Impact on Nation 

 

 The heart of the question that this analysis sought to answer was how these athletes were 

both used and served as symbols of national identity for their home nation beyond the typical 

timeframes of the World Cup or the Olympics. This section primarily serves to illustrate findings 

that told the story of what these athletes mean to their nations as represented in the coverage of 

the athletes as well as how the athlete remains involved in their home nation despite living and 

working abroad. Given that these athletes become a physical representation of their nation when 

they play for the national team, it is a given that their success or failure with that team will play a 

part in the strength of their people’s identification with their team and their nation. However, it is 

important to remember that even when these athletes are away from the national team, their 

status as global talents mean that they will continue to be known as Egyptian, Korean, or 

American wherever they are performing their athletic endeavors. This signals the importance of 

an understanding as to how these athletes are being represented and representing themselves as 

symbols of national identity for their nation beyond those times they are with the national team.  

What he is to the nation 

 

 The best summary of what these athletes means to their nations is found in a video Salah 

posted to his Instagram. The video (Figure 9), told from the perspective of Egyptian citizens, 

shows them speaking to Salah telling him that he is “loved by millions” and that “God protects 

you son, in every step of life and keeps you to be Egypt’s pride.” Beyond that, they tell him, “He 

is our pride, for the whole Arab world, not just Egypt” and that, “Egypt is more successful with 

more people like you.” With references to Salah’s role as an inspiration for children to be better 

at sports and adults’ inspiration to be better at work, the video encapsulates many of the key 

themes that arose throughout the rest of the analysis for each of the athletes.  
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Figure 9 

Salah Post - Symbol 

 
 

Each of these athletes were viewed as a path to follow for future footballers from their 

nation. Notably, Pulisic was seen as a particularly strong example for future Americans to strive 

for something different than the typical path that young athletic prospects from his nation take. 

One report noted:  

We all know there are better players and better teams elsewhere; that the best a promising 

young American prospect like Christian Pulisic (a world-class talent) can aspire to isn’t 

some college scholarship, as it would be in our domestic sports, but to cross the Atlantic 

at an early age and attach himself to a club like Germany’s Borussia Dortmund — which 

he did. 

 

For these nations, each of these athletes is a trailblazer, showing the way that very few have 

taken before them. While this is important for inspiring young athletes in their country to see 

what could be possible, their success is also important in convincing the elite teams in the sport 

to give their nation a chance in recruitment. Using Pulisic as an example, before his success with 

Borussia Dortmund and his subsequent move to Chelsea, very few Americans have generated 

interest among European clubs. After his success, major teams across Europe’s top leagues are 
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beginning to sense the potential of these young Americans, with many more making the move 

across the Atlantic in the years since. 

 Regardless of which team the athletes are currently representing, they are seemingly 

always referred to in regard to their nationality. As a result, the successes they achieve either 

with the national team or their club team reflects positively on the nation they are coming from. 

Given the success that each of the players has achieved, they are often reported as being beloved 

by their countrymen and women. One Korean fan of Son was reported as saying, “If I have a 

child, I’ll name him or her Son Heung-min. If I marry a Kim, the child would be Kim 

Sonheungmin. If I marry a Son, Son Sonheungmin.”  

This notion was often inflated to include the entire nation, rather than just fans of Son or 

fans of soccer. After Salah left the Champions League Final due to a poor tackle by Sergio 

Ramos that left his prospects of participating in the World Cup in doubt, one Egyptian lawyer 

was reported to have filed a €1 billion lawsuit against Ramos on the grounds that the Egyptian 

people suffered, “physical and phycological harm” as a result of Salah’s injury. Additionally, 

when there was doubt as to whether Son would secure his exemption from military service, a 

petition was started for people who were willing to serve Son’s service for him, with one Korean 

man quoted as saying, “I can serve in the military twice if it means that the 50 million citizens of 

South Korea will be able to enjoy soccer.” 

 A prominent theme that emerged across coverage as well as the athlete’s Instagram was 

the notion of hope. In coverage, it was primarily conveyed through the context of sport, such as 

when one article noted, “Egypt, who are competing at the tournament for the first time since 

1990, have pinned their hopes on national hero Salah.” This was also reflected in quotes from 

Salah saying, “I promise you; I will do my best to be ready for the World Cup and to achieve the 
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Egyptian dream. I will never give up on our dream. I promise to do my best for our people.” His 

quotes both address this idea of hope yet also harken back the idea that he is playing for all 

Egyptians and that the dream is not just his or theirs, but a shared collective dream. This use of 

the collective is noteworthy because this communal language used by Salah ultimately reflects 

his understanding that he is playing for more than just himself. It is also important to note the 

language used to refer to Salah in these quotes. It was not uncommon for these athletes to be 

referred to as heroes in their home nation, but as Salah’s quote hints at, it is interesting also to 

explore how these athletes perform heroic actions, either on the field with their play or off the 

field with their charitable work.  

 Regularly, these athletes can be the primary reason why their country even watches or 

engages with the sport. Pulisic drew record numbers in the U.S. for a Premier League opening 

weekend match when he made his debut against Chelsea. When South Korean TV broadcast the 

Premier League, they replace the logo of Tottenham Hotspur with a picture of Son so that 

viewers will be aware that Son is on the pitch. 

Beyond being a potential contributor to their nation’s consumption of a sport, it was also 

true that these athletes made it known that they are just as inspired by their fans as their fans are 

inspired by them. In one video Salah posted to his Instagram (Figure 10), Salah addresses the 

pressure that many people believe he feels when he goes out to represent his nation. He says: 

You would think all those people, all that pressure to perform, would be too much. It can 

crush a player. But that’s not how I see it. These are my people. They’re not a weight on 

top of me. They are behind me. Driving me to create. And when I step onto the field… 

we are together. 100 million strong. 

 

This not only demonstrates his understanding of his role as a symbol of national identity for his 

country but goes beyond that to highlight his role as a unifier. As noted before, Salah’s use of 

communal language brings his countrymen and women together and signals their commitment to 
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a common goal. For a nation with a tumultuous history of division highlighted by the revolution 

in 2011, the reasons for Salah’s commitment to being unified begin to become clearer.  

Figure 10 

Salah Post - Unifier 

 
 

What he does for the nation 

 

 Beyond being represented as symbols of national identity for their nations, there 

remained many ways in which these athletes served as that symbol despite living and working 

abroad. Primarily, this came in the form of charitable acts and services which, despite spending 

most of their time in England, almost always took place in their home nation as a way of giving 

back. A large majority of the charitable acts posted on their Instagram was tied to an existing 

endorsement deal the athlete had with a company from their home nation. Salah, a brand 

ambassador for Vodafone, was chosen to also be the ambassador for the Vodafone Foundation 

and the UNHCR Instant Network Schools where he would help expand the program across 

Egypt as well as across the African continent. To support the hospital where he was born, 
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Pulisic, a partner with Chipotle, donated food every Saturday for a month to help out the 

frontline workers during the midst of the Covid-19 pandemic. Finally, Son, potentially as part of 

a deal with his military service, filmed an ad where he endorsed the search for undecorated 

Korean War veterans who have yet to pick up their medals. Beyond these few examples, each 

athlete was responsible for a variety of charitable acts within their home nation that reinforce the 

views of those in their home nation that refer to these athletes as heroes. 

 Continuing the discussion on endorsements, it should also be noted that these athletes 

only made posts on their Instagram involving endorsements with companies from their home 

nation or sectors of companies based in their home nation. Some of these endorsement deals 

utilized the athlete’s performances on the field as a way of capitalizing on fans’ identification 

with the athlete. One article noted that: 

In 2018, Vodafone Egypt launched the ‘Mo Salah World’ promotional plan, which 

offered customers 11 free voice minutes every time he scored a goal, which connected 

Salah more with his fans. 

 

It is also the case that sometimes the commercial appeal of an athlete from a country without a 

rich history of producing talent can make a compelling argument for signing one player over 

another. One article discussed Real Madrid’s interest in Pulisic noting: 

Madrid like the idea that Pulisic can play wide or as a playmaker and his nationality 

opens up greater commercial revenue opportunities in the States. 

 

Capitalizing on the commercial appeals of the athlete seemed to be a prominent theme for each 

of the athletes. The surge in Korean supporters of Tottenham Hotspur after the signing and 

subsequent rise in prominence of Son cannot be overstated. In most images taken from matches, 

Korean flags can be seen on display by fans, many of which have travelled thousands of miles to 

support Son. The same can be said of American fans with Pulisic, given that the most watched 



 

56 

 

opening weekend Premier League match in the U.S. was between Manchester United and 

Chelsea with viewership peaking in the second half when Pulisic made his debut for the Blues.  

A common narrative can be established that stretches across endorsement deals. This 

notion was best captured through a series of videos Salah posted on his Instagram that all made 

reference to the idea of 100 million strong. Across videos sponsored by Adidas, Vodafone, and 

Exxon Mobil Egypt, the notion of 100 million strong Egyptians was a consistent message that 

reinforced Salah’s commitment to his people and the influence and belief that his people had in 

him.  

 Many athletes who leave their home nation for work are often seen as ambassadors for 

their home nation, and these athletes proved to be prime examples of this. Whether that came in 

the form of meeting foreign leaders while with the national team at the World Cup or a mural of 

their face being painted in Times Square (Figure 11), as was the case for Salah, these athletes 

constantly serve as beacons for how their nation is viewed from the outside. If the athlete is 

viewed positively, then the nation is much more likely to be viewed positively. 

Figure 11 

Salah Post - Mural 
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 Each of these athletes also made multiple references to their home nation throughout the 

Instagram feeds. In some ways this was presented in expected ways, such as photos of 

themselves in the uniforms of their national team. Other times, however, this was presented 

through photos of the athlete spending their time off back in their home nation or photos 

celebrating holidays that are special to their nation, religion, or culture, such as Son’s post 

wishing his followers a happy lunar new year (Figure 12). These sorts of posts are important in 

reminding the athlete’s following of their commitment to the nation which their followers would 

find inspiring to their own national identity, either for their own nation or for the nation that the 

athlete is representing.  

Figure 12 

Son Post – Lunar New Year 

 
 

 There were times throughout the season where the schedules for each of these athletes’ 

national teams conflicted with the schedules of their club team. For Pulisic, this was mentioned 

in looking forward toward the postponed Olympics. For Salah and Son, these conflicts were due 
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to the scheduled African Cup of Nations and the Asian Games, respectively. While the Covid-19 

pandemic ultimately postponed the African Cup of Nations, reports prior to the postponement as 

well as those regarding the Asian Games that did proceed provided perspective into the priorities 

of the players. For Salah, it was expected that he would be leaving Liverpool in January to 

participate and that, “Mido has warned that Liverpool won't be able to stop Salah going on 

international duty.” Despite Salah being under contract with Liverpool, these statements stand to 

display the commitment that Salah has to his national team and nation. For Son, the 

circumstances surrounding his involvement with South Korea in the Asian Games looked a bit 

different. For Son, playing in the Asian Games meant his last opportunity to win gold and secure 

exemption from the two years of military service mandatory for all able-bodied Korean men 

before the age of 27. Tottenham Hotspur, though not required to release Son for the tournament, 

knew that in refusing to do so would mean losing Son for two years rather than the few weeks 

that the tournament would last. It stood that throughout these conflictions of schedules, 

regardless of circumstances, the players’ allegiance to their country always supersedes their 

commitment to their clubs. 

 Though Son ultimately did win gold in the Asian Games and secured exemption from the 

full two years of military service, when the Premier League shutdown due to Covid-19 he still 

fulfilled the three weeks of military training that was required. Son’s military service is a unique 

yet distinct example of the complicated relationships that some athletes have with their nations. 

For Son, it is impossible to know how strong his relationship with his nation would be without 

the prospect of mandated military service looming over his head. Similarly, it is equally 

impossible to know how his relationship with his nation was strengthened by this expectation. 

However, it remained important to the author to try to understand how the presentation of Son’s 
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national identity may have been influenced by his own understanding that he is an active symbol 

of national identity for his countrymen and women despite avoiding the one thing that most 

Korean men have in common. Both English and Korean media were focused on Son while he 

was completing his three weeks of military training. In England, the focus was on the grueling 

itinerary for those completing the training, including the exposure to tear gas, 18-mile marches, 

and live-fire drills. Also of interest was that Son was awarded the Pilsung prize, one of five 

awards for top performers. One outlet reported, “Son received a perfect score of 100 in mental 

evaluation, and also received excellent grades in all subjects, including hitting 10 out of 10 shots 

on the target in the shooting training.” Each of these athletes are often viewed as some of the best 

that the nation has to offer. Reports demonstrating Son’s success in the military training does 

well to reinforce this notion and demonstrate that he is the all-round ideal example of a Korean 

man.  

Diction 

 

 Given that these athletes were selected for analysis given the relatively short history of 

their nations in producing global talent in the sport, it was important for the analysis to 

understand how the media and fans made sense of these new and uncommon figures in the game. 

Across media outlets, comparisons to more readily known figures was commonplace and fans 

and reporters alike generated nicknames and songs to capture the essence of the athlete 

representing the team they cover or support. Given the unlikelihood of success in the sport 

coming from their country, these descriptions are used to categorize these players that don’t 

necessarily fit in an established category. 
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Player Possession 

 

One of the primary word choices analyzed across the publications was to whom the outlet 

noted that the player belonged. In other words, when describing the player throughout each 

article, was the player referred to as the club’s (i.e. Tottenham’s Heung-min Son) or the nation’s 

(i.e. Egypt’s Mohamed Salah) player. In many cases, both club and country were represented in 

the description (i.e. Chelsea’s American forward Christian Pulisic; America’s Chelsea forward 

Christian Pulisic) and even in this case, the first descriptor used is often regarded as possessing 

the player. The English media analyzed tended to refer to the athletes in regard to their club 

team, a reasonable finding considering that by referring to these successful athletes in regard to 

their club that is based in England, it reflects more positively on the quality of players and teams 

in their country, reinforcing their positive ideas about their league and nation. Publications from 

each athlete’s home nation tended to refer to the athlete as theirs. Similar to English media, this 

is done to capitalize on the success of the athlete and take ownership in claiming them as their 

own, building an image of excellence for the nation through the success of the athlete. In rare 

occurrences, the athletes were referred to as belonging to the Premier League, such as when one 

Korean publication was reporting on what Korean celebrities were doing to aid in the Covid-19 

relief effort. Additionally, some athletes were referred to in regard to their continent, such as 

when one report said that the Confederation of African Football (CAF) called Salah an, “African 

Legend in the making.” 

Comparisons 

 

Barring a very limited number of examples, a majority of the comparisons that media 

outlets made regarding these athletes centered around their relation to their club’s greatest 

players or their nation’s greatest players. It is important to recognize that when these athletes are 
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compared to the greatest players that their club has ever fielded, it is due to their success with the 

team, such as appearances, goals, or trophies. However, when the comparisons are focused on 

the greatest players their nation has ever produced, especially when the history of the nation is 

short in this area, often the comparisons are based less on success and more on relevance. In one 

example where Salah is being compared to former Liverpool great Steven Gerrard, the focus is 

on success: “Salah becomes the first Reds player to receive the honour since Steven Gerrard 10 

years ago” In the next example regarding Pulisic, the language shifts from a focus on success to a 

focus on merely achieving a place: 

But hopefully somewhere in the mix, there’s another player like Clint Dempsey, who 

learned to play on unkempt fields or by watching YouTube videos of foreign stars and 

who could, perhaps, imagine what his full potential could look like if he saw more paths 

than barriers. 

 

When players are viewed in terms of their clubs that have longer, established histories of quality 

players, there is less uncertainty about the success or potential that the player has to offer. When 

the focus is viewed in terms of the nation that they are coming from, it seems that past 

shortcomings of the nation in producing talent seem to plant seeds of doubt in the minds of the 

reporters. For nations that have established a pedigree of producing successful global talent, it 

would seem that their young players are given the benefit of the doubt when trying to prove 

themselves while other players’ potentials are questioned.  

Nicknames 

 

 Each of these athletes has a nickname that fans have come to refer to them as 

endearingly. For Son, his nickname Sonny is just a play on his family name. For Pulisic and 

Salah, however, their nicknames of Captain America and the Egyptian King respectively take on 

much more cultural significance. Captain America, not only a nod to Pulisic captaining his 

national team of the United States, also shares significance when considering the hero status that 
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American fans have placed on his shoulders since his debut for the national team in March of 

2016. Beyond that, Captain America is a nod to the Marvel American Superhero of the same 

name. This speaks to the United States’ place as a global exporter of popular culture as well as 

ideas of Americanization as a whole. Salah’s nickname, the Egyptian King, also relies on the 

traditional cultural influence of ancient Egypt. The nickname is prominent in many songs sung 

by Liverpool F.C. supporters, including one that rings: 

Mo Salah, Mo Salah, 

Running down the wing, 

Salah la, la, la, la, la, la, la, 

Egyptian king... 

(Repeated...) 

 

Liverpool supporters have made many songs for Salah since his arrival to the Merseyside club in 

the summer of 2017, many of which with references to both his nationality as well as his 

religion. One song, referred to as “A gift from Allah” has the lyrics: 

Mohammed Salah, A gift from Allah, 

He came from Egypt to Liverpool, 

He’s always scoring, It’s almost boring, 

So please don’t take Mohammed away. 

 

Finally, this song, named “I’ll be Muslim too” and sung to the tune of “Good Enough” by 

Dodgy, begins to speak to the effect that Salah and his pride in his religion have had on 

Liverpool fans and the people of Liverpool.  

If he’s good enough for you, he’s good enough for me, 

If he scores another few, then I’ll be Muslim too, 

If he’s good enough for you, he’s good enough for me, 

Sitting in the mosque, that’s where I wanna be! 

Mo Salah-la-la-la, la-la-la-la-la-la-la 

 

  These nicknames and songs are all a part of a process of making sense of these athletes 

and capitalizing on their unique attributes. Across social media, images have appeared of each of 

these athletes which calls upon these same cultural cues that encapsulate this idea (Figure 13). 
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These nicknames not only allow for reporters and fans from outside the athlete’s home nation to 

understand and categorize them better, but for fans from the athlete’s home nation, these 

nicknames that refer back to their home nation can be positive for their own appreciation and 

identification with the athlete and their nation.  

Figure 13 

Bleacher Report Images – Captain America, Egyptian King, and Son in Military 
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6. DISCUSSION 

 

Overview 

 

The primary findings gathered from RQ1 came from the language each publication was 

using to identify the athlete. It was compelling to see that publications from the athletes’ home 

nation appeared more likely to refer to the athlete in terms of their nation rather than their club 

while publications in England were more likely to refer to them in terms of their club then their 

nation. This comes as no surprise given that each perspective will want to frame the success of 

the athlete to fit what will reflect best on their own interests. In this case, English publication will 

want to reflect positively on the English clubs because it reinforces that the Premier League is 

the home of the world’s best players while publications back home will want to highlight that 

they have produced world class players. In addition, the publications’ focus on the nicknames 

and actions of the athletes that are unique to them or their nation illustrated even further the 

focus these publications are putting on the athletes’ national identity. From referring to the 

athletes as “Captain America” or the “Egyptian King” to the extensive reports tracking Son’s 

efforts to avoid two years of military service and his eventual three-week training camp, these 

athletes received ample coverage that had direct connotations to their roles as symbols of 

national identity. 

For RQ2, the analysis of each athlete’s Instagram resulted in some of the most 

unexpected findings. Each athlete’s Instagram was selected for analysis given the social media 

site’s popularity and status as a site where personal posts still dominate in comparison to Twitter 

or Facebook where news updates and other broadcast information have taken over. While there 
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was some expectation that the posts would speak to RQ2, it was surprising at times how 

direct some of the athlete’s posts were in referring to their roles as symbols of national identity. 

Several of the videos that Salah posted to his Instagram spoke directly to his knowledge and 

acceptance of his role for his nation. It was made evident that at least in his case, he is fully 

aware of the power of his position and the fact that the video was posted during his club season 

and not during the World Cup shows that he is also aware that this role does not diminish when 

he is not wearing the colors and shirt of his nation. He fills this role as a symbol of national 

identity for his country year-round. Additionally, it was interesting to see the role that 

endorsements were serving in producing the content most closely aligned with this role. Many of 

Salah’s videos and other posts contained a larger message of #100millionstrong that was in 

reference to the population of Egypt and therefore representing his entire country. This was a 

powerful message in speaking toward his role as a symbol of national identity for his nation that 

was present across his endorsements as well. From Vodafone to Exxon Mobil Egypt and Adidas, 

the message remained consistent and potentially speaks even further to his commitment to his 

role for his nation. In both professional and personal ventures, his actions and business deals 

keep his country first in mind, regardless of where he lives and spends most of his time.  

The purpose of splitting the analysis into two separate and distinct time periods was an 

effort to demonstrate how these athletes are both represented and represent themselves as 

national cultural icons for the formation and affirmation of national identities at all times. 

Whereas many studies of national identity in sport tend to focus their analysis on sporting mega-

events such as the Olympics and the World Cup, it was important for the purpose of this project 

to illustrate the need for scholars to pay closer to attention to how some athletes remain symbols 

of national identity for their home countries outside of the times when they are donning the 
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colors of their national team and participating in international competition. For some athletes, 

their recognition in terms of their nationality is perennial. 

Understanding why an analysis of Instagram was important for the purposes of this study 

is relevant also. If an athlete seems to ensure that a certain aspect of their personal life or identity 

is being reflected on their Instagram and conveyed to their following, this can tell us about the 

role they see themselves playing beyond that of simply an athlete. This can inform scholars of 

the role that these athletes are playing beyond their sport as well as their status within both the 

sport and the culture itself. Instagram in particular is relevant to the study of national identity 

given the visual emphasis of the platform. Often, expressions of national identity are visual, 

including a nations colors and flag being on display at international competition and the way that 

symbols generally function in presenting examples of identification with one’s nation. Instagram 

is an ideal platform for exploring the way that these athletes use visuals to signal to their 

followings their status and identification with their nation, factors that can ultimately lead to the 

athlete’s followers also feeling higher levels of identification with the nation.  

It is also important to consider what separates celebrity athletes from traditional 

celebrities and why this distinction is important in relation to these findings. As discussed earlier, 

sporting celebrities are not like other celebrities. They are set apart by an aura of authenticity that 

comes through the perceived honesty of sport (Vanc, 2014). Beyond that, these athletes are not 

just celebrities whom the people rally behind due to their performances on the field. As these 

findings highlighted, they are doing things for the public good in their home country regardless 

of the nation they are living, working, and raising their families in. They are remaining loyal and 

connected to their home nation, and these efforts aid in the perception of these actions as heroic. 

They are serving the nation, not just showing up in advertisements or being listed as a brand 
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ambassador like many celebrities do. The messages and actual acts they’re engaging in are active 

and have a direct public impact. These acts, combined with their performances both for their 

country as well as their club team, give back to the nation that gave birth to them and bring forth 

the notion of a hero that filled many of the themes present in the findings.  

In some cases, these athletes are not only representing their nations, but other major 

aspects of their own identity, including their culture and religion. One quote from a video Salah 

posted on his Instagram was from a man speaking about Salah that said, “He is our pride, for the 

whole Arab world, not just Egypt.” Salah, being a proud Muslim and often celebrating his goal 

by kneeling to the ground in the semblance of a prayer, is often viewed to be representing not 

only his country, but his cultural heritage and religion as well. One study by Alrababa et al. 

(2019) found that Islamophobia has decreased in the Merseyside area since Salah’s arrival, 

including a 16% decrease in Islamic hate crimes compared to a synthetic control. In addition, the 

study found that anti-Muslim tweets posted by Liverpool fans were cut in half relative to fans of 

other top-flight English soccer clubs. The study was centered on the parasocial contact 

hypothesis (Schiappa et al., 2005) which is the idea that mediated contact with celebrities or 

characters from minority groups has the potential to reduce prejudice toward that group as a 

whole. For the purpose of this analysis, the mediated contact can come in the form of the positive 

coverage associated with Salah’s positive performances, impacts on communities, and other life 

successes as well as the positive self-presentation Salah provides through his Instagram and 

appearances in popular advertisements. The study noted that the positive image presented of 

Salah in the press combined with his active participation on social media and in advertisements 

all lead to developing strong para-social interaction between himself and his fans, which allow 

for what they called the “Salah Effect” to take place. An important takeaway from the study is 
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the authors’ idea that the “Salah Effect” is likely not unique to Salah. Citing examples such as 

Jackie Robinson breaking the MLB color barrier, they note that celebrities with “role model-like 

qualities have long been thought to shape social attitudes” (Alrababa et al., 2019, p. 3). 

However, it is important to remember, as Vanc (2014) noted, that while these positive 

actions are great for the development of national identity, when their actions or performances are 

perceived negatively, they can come as a detriment to national identity. While the cases of 

Pulisic, Salah, and Son were primarily positive throughout the time periods analyzed, there are 

examples of players who have had to battle through negative experiences of being a symbol of 

national identity. This notion is reflected in the case of former German midfielder Mesut Özil 

who quit the national team citing racism from both the sporting elite as well as German society 

for driving him out. In a statement posted on Twitter, Özil wrote, “I am German when we win, 

but I am an immigrant when we lose.” Özil’s story is one that deals with far more than just 

national identity but does provide a glimpse into the potential decline of identification one can 

have with players and teams as a result of poor performances among other factors.  

 Finally, while the project was not designed with the Covid-19 pandemic in mind, the 

pandemic and subsequent Premier League shutdown allowed for a unique perspective into how 

the athletes would utilize their Instagram to remain both engaged with their fans and relevant 

while their athletic careers were put on hold. It was interesting to see how the athletes would fill 

their feeds without the typical game recaps and training posts providing normal and consistent 

content. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 

 A majority of the limitations for the project are related to choices made in regard to time 

period, social media platform, media outlets, and the athletes themselves. By the very nature of 
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making a choice to include one or more items is the indirect choice of what to not include. 

Should scholars in the future look to recreate this study utilizing a different set of media 

publications, a different set of athletes, or even looking at a time period a few months before or 

after the ones selected for this project, the findings could certainly differ.  

This project utilized outlets primarily published in English, therefore, any ideas expressed 

in the coverage are limited to their expression in the English language. It is possible that analysis 

conducted using native language publications would uncover subtleties present in the native 

language that either are not present or ignored in English translations. Future studies utilizing 

publications using native languages of the athletes’ home nations could certainly get a different 

perspective and nuance into the perspective of the nation from those outlets. 

 Instagram was chosen as the social media site for analysis given each athlete’s presence 

on and use of the platform. Given that each social media network has its own affordances and the 

expectations and uses for each site differ, an analysis focusing on each athlete’s use of a different 

site, such as Twitter, would almost certainly render different results. A further limitation 

regarding the social media of choice was exemption of Instagram stories or other temporary 

posts published by the athletes on the platform. Instagram stories and other temporary posts 

across social media are an aspect of growing importance among social media scholars. For many 

users, stories occupy a space on social media where they can post things sometimes not deemed 

fit or acceptable for a traditional permanent post. There was one example in the analysis in which 

the content of one of Salah’s posts on his story became newsworthy when it seemed he was 

speaking negatively about the Egyptian Football Association (EFA) through a joke posted on his 

story. As this analysis was one collecting posts from the past, it was unable to account for any 
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stories or temporary posts published during those periods as they become unavailable after 24 

hours.  

 This study utilized two time periods, including the two-month period surrounding the 

2018 World Cup. Given that the United States did not qualify for this World Cup, coverage 

regarding Pulisic during this period was likely much more sparce than it would have been had 

the U.S. qualified or had another time period been chosen for analysis. At some point during the 

second time period of January to June 2020, each athlete also had to deal with an injury which 

altered the focus of coverage surrounding each athlete to center on their recovery and return to 

play. Had the time period selected coincided with a period in which the athletes did not suffer an 

injury, the focus of parts of the coverage, or the presence of coverage at all, likely would have 

differed.  

 Continuing to think about the context surrounding Pulisic as an athlete, he is much 

younger and earlier in his development than Salah or Son, and his establishment as a global star 

is in its infancy in comparison to these other two athletes. While Pulisic remained an excellent 

example of the phenomenon being explored in this analysis, findings were certainly limited 

regarding Pulisic given his smaller status globally and the smaller share of coverage he received 

during the selected time periods.  

What was not found in this analysis but that examples from other outlets and athletes 

have shown was that the pressures to perform on the international stage could also add additional 

pressure to these athletes to take control of their club teams in the same way. There are many 

examples of athletes who have made names for themselves at World Cups or in other 

international competitions yet failed to continue that dominance when playing for their club 

team, including James Rodriguez who won the Golden Boot at the 2014 World Cup but has 
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failed to re-find that level of form in the years since. Criticisms of Rodriguez frequently cite his 

performances at the 2014 World Cup as if the positive performances for his nation years ago 

should still propel him to success at the club level.  

 Future research should look to expand on the findings present in this analysis. Increasing 

the scope of our understanding of these athletes by analyzing their presence on other social 

media, re-evaluating what was looked at in this study during alternate time periods or analyzing 

different publications would all go far in increasing our understanding of these athletes’ place 

within this phenomenon. Additionally, expanding this current analysis to other athletes in similar 

positions, such as Gareth Bale from Wales, or athletes from countries with much longer histories 

of producing global talent, such as Harry Kane from England, would go far in establishing more 

points of comparison into the unique and shared experiences these players have as national 

cultural icons for their nations. Additionally, moving beyond just the sport of soccer and 

incorporating transnational athletes in other sports would begin to allow findings to be 

generalized beyond the experiences of professional soccer players and to the sporting world at 

large. Athletes is sports such as tennis and golf in particular seem interesting avenues for a 

similar type of analysis given that they are nomadic athletes who careers are based on travelling 

to tournaments across the world. Not only that, but in broadcast coverage, their names always 

appear next to the flag of their nation. In this way, they are inextricably tied to the nation they 

represent, and their success is therefore representative of their nation’s success. Athletes in these 

sports seem like ideal cases for future studies recreating these methods.  
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