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Sport represents a prominent topic for public and scientific debates on national identity. Looking at Germany, public discourses on national belonging have primarily focused on national elite football and on German-born international football players with Turkish background. Representing the biggest ethnic community in Germany and being highly represented in German youth elite football, athletes with Turkish background are prime examples for the complexity and ambiguity of identity formations in modern immigration countries in general and in youth elite football in particular. Current research has particularly focused on national identity formations of (youth) elite players with migrant background. However, there is a lack of studies that address the process of national identity development in youth elite sport. For that reason, the study aimed to explore stories of national identity development from the perspective of youth football players with Turkish background in German youth elite football. By conducting 10 expert interviews and biographical mappings, we identified specific types, strands, and trajectories of national identity development. Overall, we identified three types of narratives on national identity development: “going with the nomination(s),” “reconsidering national belonging,” and “adding up chances”. Our findings illustrate that national identity development in youth elite sport is particularly shaped by youth elite sport and the national team question. Hence, the stories indicate that international careers not necessarily foster national identification with a nation but can also reduce feelings of national belonging sustainably.
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INTRODUCTION

Within the last decades sport has become a prominent topic for public and scientific debates on national identity. In sport research, the topic of national identity has mostly been linked with aspects of (post-)migration, particularism and (re)nationalization (Hargreaves, 2002; Wong and Trumper, 2002; Bruce and Wheaton, 2009; Topič and Coakley, 2010; Maguire, 2011; Bairner, 2015). While sport is defined as “a hugely important marker of national identity” (Bairner, 2015, p. 378), football is supposed to be “a key area in expressing national belonging” (Dóczi, 2011, p. 2). Consequently, several studies aim to trace collective constructions of nationhood that are attached to or symbolized by national elite football (Maguire and Burrows, 2005; Wise, 2011; Griggs and Gibbons, 2014; Chiu, 2021). One of the main findings is that athletes are considered, at least in public perception, “representatives of the nation” and “iconic figures (…) in the international sporting arena” (McGee and Bairner, 2011, p. 439). Similarly, research on German elite football shows that the German male national football team serves as a symbol for collective constructions of national identity, for ethnic diversification, and for a “modern sense of national identity and a playful, non-threatening patriotism” (Merkel, 2014, p. 248).

Looking at Germany, public discourses on national belonging have primarily focused on German-born international players with Turkish background1 who—with regard to their international career—had the option to choose between playing for Germany as their country of birth and Turkey as their ancestors' country of origin. Knowing that the German Football Association (DFB) competes with the Turkish Football Federation (TFF) for German-born players with Turkish background on a junior level, it is obvious that these highly talented junior players are confronted with the question of which nation they want to play for within their international (junior) football career (Seiberth's et al., 2017; Seiberth and Thiel, 2021).

Accordingly, athletes with Turkish background are highly interesting cases for migration research. This is not just because they represent the biggest ethnic immigration community in Germany but also because the Turkish community has a very special status in the German public. This status is closely linked with Germany's immigration history and politics. When Turkish “guestworkers” started immigration to Germany in the course of the labor agreement in 1961, they were—in contrast to the guestworkers from Italy, Spain or Portugal—perceived as prime examples for cultural difference and religious otherness. In the 1970s, the public and media images of Turkish immigrants became increasingly negative. Since then, the Turkish community has often been labeled as a problem group in German public, media, politics, and science (Sökefeld, 2004; Thelen, 2016). While people with Turkish background are particularly confronted with disadvantages in some of the relevant fields of German society (Skrobanek, 2009; Kaas and Manger, 2012; Canan and Foroutan, 2016), they are, at the same time, highly represented in German (elite) football and in the various national junior squads of the German Football Association (DFB).

Interestingly, German-born international players with Turkish background seem to be under intense public scrutiny. Particularly, within the last years, there has been an ongoing debate about the question whether German internationals with Turkish background should be obliged to sing the national anthem in order to demonstrate their sense of belonging to and identification with Germany2. Besides, public debates have also focused on players with Turkish background who decided not to play for the DFB but for the TFF. These debates often assume a lack of national identification with Germany as the country of birth. Hence, media debates frequently revolve around the national team question and whether the choice of German-born players with Turkish background to play for Germany indeed symbolizes German national identity (Seiberth et al., 2018; van Campenhout and van Houtum, 2021).

Against this background, players with a Turkish background represent a typical integration paradox. On the one hand, the players become subjects of public debates on patriotism, notions of Germanness and national identification. On the other hand, national football teams of the DFB have become symbols for the ethnic diversification of German society and the chances that go along with transnational migration processes (Blecking, 2008; Meier and Leinwather, 2013; Merkel, 2014; Kaelberer, 2017). It is this paradox that makes German-born players with Turkish background an excellent subject of research for examining processes of national identity development in German immigration society.

Within academic research, athletes with migrant background and with bi-national references represent interesting case examples for interrelations between (post-)migration, national identity and elite sport. For example, Grainger's study on New Zealand's rugby team (Grainger, 2006), McGee and Bairner's (2011) study on (Northern) Irish football and Seiberth's et al. (2017) work on German youth elite football point to a fluidity of national identity indicating that practices of otherness, public notions of nationhood and athletes' experiences during their international career can affect athletes' constructions of national identity. On the one hand, this fluidity is closely related to what is called “sporting pragmatism“ (McGee and Bairner, 2011, p. 442). Being nominated by a federal sport organization can have an impact on personal constructions of national identity just as having negative personal experiences with a national football association. On the other hand, the studies illustrate that experiences of othering and experiences of not feeling fully accepted as a member of a national group or a national team have the potential to irritate athletes' national affiliations. According to this line of research, (elite) sport can be considered as “a significant contributor to the formation and sustenance of national and other identities” (Bradley, 2006, p.1202).

While current research has significantly contributed to understanding national identity formations in the context of (youth) elite sport, most studies exclusively focus on individual's current state of national identity. Consequently, there is a lack of studies that adopt a processual perspective particularly addressing the process of national identity development in (German) youth elite sport from the athlete's perspective. This is even more surprising as junior athletes with migrant background represent prime examples for the complexity and ambiguity of “identity work” (Andersson, 2002) in modern immigration countries.

Assuming that national identity formations in elite sport are the provisional result of a process that implies developmental trajectories and takes place under specific conditions in elite sport, our article focuses on national identity development in German junior elite football. Intending to contribute to elite sport and migration research we ask how national identity develops in German-born youth international football players with Turkish background and how the national team question affects player's national identity development. For this purpose, 10 stories on national identity development of German-born youth international football players with Turkish background have been analyzed to reconstruct national identity development within the players' (international) career by analyzing players' narratives and mapped memories. Based on a reconstructive approach we used narrative analysis to identify specific types, strands and trajectories of national identity development in German youth elite football.



THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

To identify types and strands of national identity development in German youth elite sport, we chose an identity theoretical approach. Although, identity theories have come up with various definitions, there is a broad consensus that identity is a diverse, dynamic and idiosyncratic construction of the self. Evidently, this construction is closely linked to the question of “how we perceive and define ourselves” (Turner, 2010, p. 16). In line with this conceptualization, we understand identity “as a subjective, constructed, and evolving story of how one came to be the person one currently is” (McLean and Syed, 2015, p. 320). In this sense, identities result from subjectively processing experiences, social contexts (such as youth elite sport) and cultural conditions. This process of exploring, reflecting and negotiating is assumed to be the condition for identity development. Although, childhood and adolescence are crucial developmental periods, identity is conceptualized as a life-span process. Generally, identity theories assume that this process is not fixed in an essentialistic way, but rather fragile, mutable, transitory, and constantly in progress (Schimank, 1988; Giddens, 1991; Hogg et al., 2004; Turner, 2010).

Therewith, identities are “signifiers of the self” (Ezzell, 2009, p. 111) that report on the current status of identity development. When intending to reconstruct this process of identity development (and not just single formations of identity), it is therefore necessary to understand the individual story. For that reason, biographic approaches rely on stories as a source for reconstructing developmental processes. In current narrative approaches “personal narratives” are relational constructions by which a person positions him- or herself to what is called “master narratives” (McLean and Syed, 2015). While master narratives represent “culturally shared stories that tell us about a given culture, and provide guidance for how to be a ‘good' member of a culture”, personal narratives in the form of stories “negotiate with and internalize these master narratives” (McLean and Syed, 2015, p. 320).

In this sense, identity is an “interactional accomplishment” (Cerulo, 1997, p. 387) that emerges from a “dialogical process through which we negotiate the implicit and/or explicit identity ascriptions we encounter in everyday life” (Andersson, 2002, p. 85). This process of “identity work” is supposed to be multidimensional as individuals permanently “work” on different components of the self. For that reason, (social) identity theories assume that “[p]eople have as many social identities and personal identities as there are groups that they feel they belong to or personal relationships they have” (Hogg et al., 2004, p. 252). Social identity is defined as “that part of the individuals' self-concept which derives from their knowledge of their membership of a social group (or groups) together with the value and emotional significance of that membership” (Tajfel, 1981, p. 255). One typical features of social identity is context dependency. Thus, “social identity is context dependent not only in terms of which social identity is salient but also in terms of what form the identity may take” (Hogg et al., 2004, p. 252). The concept of salience explains how different social identities relate to each other. It is assumed, that in any social context and in any situation, there is one specific social identity that takes the lead (Hogg et al., 2004). In this respect, however, it is noted that social identity “seems to be ‘switched on' by certain situations in ways that we do not as yet fully understand” (Turner, 2010, p. 21).

Reconstructing national identity development means to focus on one specific component of social identity resulting from a sense of belonging to a nation. In this context, the nation state is supposed to be “one of the most important agents of identification” (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000, p. 16). According to current research, national identity is based on a “shared sense of nation-hood grounded in the images and stories associated with an identifiable nation-state or longstanding ethnic population” (Topič and Coakley, 2010, p. 373/374). Typically, national identity comprises cognitive and emotional aspects of identification (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000; David and Bar-Tal, 2009). Obviously, constructions of national identities are associated with “particularistic configurations of ethnic cores, myths and memories, religious beliefs, language, connections with territory, and political values” (Moran, 2011, p. 2155).

National identity development starts in (late) childhood and consolidates in adolescence. For youths and adolescents with migrant background, national identity development turns out to be a complex developmental task. This is because it is closely linked to the exploration of a person's ethnic origin and his or her affiliations with the ancestors' country of origin and the own country of birth. Consequently, national identity results from subjectively exploring these relations and positioning oneself toward national groups (Phinney, 1992; Berry et al., 2006; Barrett, 2013). This process of exploration is assumed to be highly individual, dynamic and not predictable, which can also be seen within German migration research. Immigrants (of Turkish origin) and immigrant descendants with Turkish background in particular, often develop hybrid identities, which can imply strong feelings of belonging to both countries at the same time. These mixed and highly individualized identity formations represent typical phenomena of modern immigration societies—such as Germany (Faas, 2009; Wippermann and Flaig, 2009; Foroutan, 2013).

Knowing that national identity is context dependent and being “switched on” by certain situations, it must be considered that (youth) elite sport represents a social context providing specific conditions and constellations for (national) identity development. One reason for this is, that youth elite sport requires an extreme form of inclusion. This “hyperinclusion” (Göbel and Schmidt, 1998, p. 111) results from an extraordinary level of obligations linked to elite sport. Being socialized into elite sport, young athletes tend to integrate elite sports contextual logic prominently into their self-concept. This is particularly evident in German junior elite football. As competition is very high due to a large number of young talented players, players are expected to invest huge personal and time resources into football to increase the likelihood to succeed. The increasing internalization of master narratives of elite sport (such as having to subordinate all aspects of their lives to sports) lead (young) athletes into an “identity tunnel” (Curry, 1993, p. 289). Having entered this “tunnel”, athlete identity often becomes the dominant self-concept of (young) athletes with a potentially sustainable impact on sport-related decisions such as the national team question (Schubring and Thiel, 2014; Seiberth's et al., 2017).

A second reason why (youth) elite sport provides specific conditions for social identity development is its attachment to the concept of nation. Elite sport in general and youth elite football in particular is organized in national units and promoted by national football associations that compete with each other on the level of national teams. For example, being included into German youth elite football means to participate in the Talent Development Program of the German Football Association (DFB). Typically, these players train in and play for German Youth Performance Centers (YPC)—usually on the highest national level of competition. Playing for a German club usually also means that players are recruited for DFB state teams before they become international players. Generally, national talent promotion is always aiming to produce international players who represent their nation, nation-state or national football association. At the same time, becoming an international player is one of the highest achievements in (youth) elite sport. For players with migrant background this constellation not just includes a major challenge on the level of decision making but can also initiate a process of reflecting and “reworking” one's national identity. Generally, it can be assumed: “Through the life course, people extend, personalize, and revise their national identities as they connect themselves to stories told across multiple institutional spheres, including family, religion, politics, education, science, economics, and sport” (Topič and Coakley, 2010, p. 374).

While personal constructions and narratives of national identity are typically not public but rather private, they become an object of public interest when athletes with migrant background have to choose between two nations, which oftentimes becomes part of public and media debates. These public and media debates might provide master narratives that are received and processed by young athletes with a migrant background. Typically, within these debates the issue of national identity is linked to moral assessments such as “player eligibility” (Hassan et al., 2009). Therewith, the national team question turns out to function as a public visualizer of national identity. At the same time, it points to the relevance of media debates for the process of “encouraging the ‘imagined communities' of nations” (Ward, 2009, p. 527).

In German media debates, the choice of a national team has been instrumentalized as a question of emotional identification with the country of birth claiming national identity to be a major predictor for the players' choice. Furthermore, the public debates on German-born internationals with Turkish background often imply a low emotional identification with German society and “a virulent Turkish nationalism which finds its level of identification precisely in football” (Blecking, 2008, p. 965)3. We assume that players with migrant background take note of these debates and potentially integrate them in their self-concept.

We conclude that national identity development in elite sport takes place under very specific conditions in which sport specific narratives, public and media narratives, and broader sociocultural narratives must be reconciled. Under these conditions, ‘identity work' in general and ‘national identity work' in particular become very challenging for adolescent athletes with Turkish background. However, the national team question, the experiences during national training camps or international games, conversations with national coaches or representants of the national football associations can also represent special occasions to productively deal with personal and public constructions of national identification.

In order to reconstruct individual processes of national identity development in German junior elite football, research relies on stories in which changes, transitions, and switches on the level of national identification are linked with biographical experiences, career events, and contextual conditions. Life and career events, situations, and personal experiences are all assembled within the story plot that can provide insights into the storytellers' perspectives on the subject. The individual stories can also reflect broader narratives on national identity and the national team question (cf. Smith and Sparkes, 2009; McLean and Syed, 2015).



METHODS AND MATERIALS

The study is based on a narrative research approach combining guided expert interviews and biographical mappings comprising 10 case studies with male German-born international football players with Turkish background aged 15–21. Overall, our research is informed by an interpretative paradigm highlighting the multiple and subjective nature of reality (Poucher et al., 2020). In this regard, we aimed to assess the subjective meanings that young football players with a Turkish background attribute to their experiences of having to choose for which national team they want to play and how this decision has impacted their national identity development.


Participants

We focused on players with Turkish background for two reasons: Firstly, people with Turkish background represent the largest immigrant population in Germany; secondly, the public and media debate on the national team question in Germany almost exclusively refers to players with Turkish background—such as Mesut Özil (Seiberth's et al., 2017)—and thereby might provide powerful master narratives surrounding the national team question and national identity for German-born players with Turkish background.

In order to find potential interviewees, we conducted a web search using the online database www.transfermarkt.de. This website provides a wide range of relevant data on elite (junior) football players in German (junior) teams. By concentrating on the feature nationality, we identified numerous top-level players who were characterized as being both “German” and “Turkish”. Case selection was based on the following criteria: The players were expected to have a Turkish background, to have been born in Germany (but not necessarily have German citizenship)4, to be between 15 and 21 years old, and train at a Youth Performance Center (YPC) of the DFB. A further essential requirement was that the players had played at least one international match during their career—either for the Turkish Football Federation or the German Football Association. In order to avoid a systematic distortion of results due to sampling bias, we aimed to select players from three different status groups: players who had played only for the German Football Association (DFB), players who had only played for the Turkish Football Federation (TFF), and players who had played for the German Football Association (DFB) and the Turkish Football Federation (TFF) during their youth career—which was in accordance with FIFA's eligibility regulations5 (FIFA, 2016).

We identified 31 players who matched the selection criteria. In a next step we officially contacted the YPCs in their function as gatekeepers. We informed them about the aim of the study, the specific target group, and the players we aimed to interview. Subsequently, the YPCs examined our request and autonomously decided whether to inform the respective players and their parents. If the YPCs assessed our request positively, we received either date proposals for the interviews or the contact details of the players to arrange an interview on-site. In this way, we respected the competences of the YPCs. At the same time, we avoided ethical concerns by directly influencing the players in their decision to participate in the study.

During the recruitment process, we experienced typical problems researchers face when attempting to recruit (youth) elite athletes for research purposes (Bairner, 2015). These problems were primarily associated with the players' hyperinclusion into youth elite sport. Having to coordinate youth elite football with a school career makes youth elite athletes a group with very limited time resources. However, we were not just dependent on the athletes' commitment to participate in the study but also on the willingness of the gatekeepers (YPC) to support the study. Although the recruitment and scheduling process was difficult and time-consuming, several YPCs and 10 top-level players responded positively to our request. Comparable sample sizes have also been used in prior published narrative analysis studies (Busanich et al., 2016; Cavallerio et al., 2017; Everard et al., 2021). As narrative studies aim to embrace the complexities and ambiguities inherent to experiences (Papathomas and Lavallee, 2012), small sample sizes are quite common.



Data Collection

The overall aim of the study was to reconstruct the decision-making process of young football players who had to choose whether they want to play for a German or a Turkish national team on a junior level. Within the context of the overall study, we aimed to identify relevant reasons for this decision and asked for the role of ethnic and national identity in this decision-making process. As we assumed that national identity changes during the youth elite football career, the study also aimed to reconstruct trajectories of national identity development and to locate this process over the course of the players' football career. The present article focuses on the latter objective and presents multi-methodological data about this topic.

To reconstruct national identity development over the player's career, we employed a multi-method design that generated verbal data and graphical data by combining guided expert interviews with biographical mappings. We chose guided expert interviews as this method opens “windows into peoples' lives” (Denzin, 1989, p. 14) and provides detailed insights into experiences, relevant career events, and courses of development. Biographical mappings were used to support the athletes in their biographical “memory work” (Schubring et al., 2019, p. 1). Biographical mappings consist of a two-dimensional grid, with the x-axis representing a timeline and the y-axis representing an intensity scale ranging from 0 to 10. We used the biographical mapping technique for the reconstructive visualization of the sports careers, the national team decision-making process, and the development of national identity over the player's career. Being embedded in the interviews, the tool allowed to visualize life and career experiences on a timeline and “to express gradual differences in subjective experience” (Schubring et al., 2019, p. 1). The aim of this participatory visual method was to identify “trajectories, biographical turning points, and intersections of development strands” (Schubring et al., 2019, p. 1).

To keep players' time expenditure to a minimum and to use familiar surroundings, the interviews and the mappings were conducted at the players' club facilities. Since the players were born and socialized in Germany and spoke German fluently, the interviews were carried out in German. Data collection was initiated with an open question asking the interviewees to state important career events and experiences. This also included events and experiences, which referred to the national team question and the players' international career. In a next step, the interviewees were asked to locate these experiences on the timeline (x-axis) and to plot a sporting success line on the y-axis. The career events and biographic experiences were also the frame for separately mapping the players' identification with Germany and their identification with Turkey within their career using the intensity scale on the y-axis. Finally, interviewees explained the line drawings by particularly focusing on changes and turning points. The combination of interviews and mappings “allows interviewees to narrate and ‘map' strands of development within their life courses” (Schubring et al., 2019, p. 1). The interviews and mappings lasted between 45 and 90 min.

The interviews and mappings were prepared, organized and conducted by the lead author who does not have a (Turkish) migrant background. Although it has to be assumed that “pure objectivism is a naïve quest” (Bourke, 2014, p. 3), we constantly reflected on aspects of subjectivity and positionality. This was even more important as the interviews included several sensitive topics (such as family immigration history, ethnic identity or national identification). In order to encourage the players to express their views freely and in order to avoid socially desirable answers, the lead author explicitly indicated not to be interested in any kind of moral assessments of the players' stories. Retrospectively, these reflections on positionality were supposed to be crucial for balanced power relations and for data quality. Nevertheless, assessing the extent by which the researcher's “own identity may or may not have interacted with the interviewees' self-perceptions” (Faas, 2009, p. 303) has proved to be difficult.

In order to achieve data saturation, participants were given the opportunity to share further thoughts and reflections at the end of the interviews. When both, the interviewer and participant, felt that there was nothing more to share, we assumed that data saturation was reached with regard to the individuals' stories on their national identity development. However, we acknowledge that our findings might only offer a glimpse into our participants' rich and complex experiences of national identity development, as “to the extent that each life is unique, no data are ever truly saturated: there are always new things to explore” (Wray et al., 2007, p. 1400). Hence, it is important to keep in mind that narrative research is always tentative and that our proposed typology of narratives should not be treated as fixed and exclusive categories (Frank, 2010; Cavallerio et al., 2017; Ronkainen and Ryba, 2019).



Data Analysis

For data analysis, we used both, the interview data and the biographical mappings. The lead author transcribed all interviews verbatim in German; key statements were translated into English by the authors and checked by a professional translator. The paper-pencil mapping grids for each player were processed and digitalized so that the different line drawings (for the purpose of this study mainly identification with Germany and identification with Turkey) could be compared during the data analysis.

For data analysis, we adopted the story analyst position (Smith, 2016). The lead author conducted the analysis in regular discussion with the research team, who acted as critical friends (Smith and McGannon, 2018). Data analysis started with a process of “indwelling” during which the lead author read the transcripts and assessed the biographical mappings for each player to identify themes and story plots inductively (Smith and Sparkes, 2009).

We conducted a thematic narrative analysis (Smith, 2016) of the interview data to identify the main themes within each player's story of the national team decision making process and his national identity development. In an initial step, we created case profiles for each player in which we summarized relevant contextual information such as family immigration history, citizenship, identity formations, and (international) junior career stages. Next, the lead author marked the transcripts with conceptual comments, which primarily focused on the semantic and latent content of each story. During this process of categorizing and sorting data, we identified main categories, statements, and themes using MAXQDA software. We specifically focused on the parts of the stories where interviewees made references to their identification with Germany and Turkey before, during, and after having made the decision for which national team they want to play. In a next step, the first author prepared extensive case summaries for each player focusing on his national identity development.

Next, to come to terms with the story's structure, we particularly focused on the biographical mappings, specifically the national identity development lines. For getting to grips with stories, Smith (2016) suggests that researchers depict the story's structure within a graph. Within our study, the biographical mappings served as visual images of the story's structure and were created by the participants themselves. Thus, we supplemented our case summaries with the graphic data from the digitalized mapping grids. During this step, quotes from the interviews that contained specific information as to the strands, turning points, and bifurcations in the national identity development lines (i.e., identification with Turkey and identification with Germany), were entered into the digitalized mapping grid as well as when the respective player first started to ponder for which national team to play and when he made his decision.

Once these analytical steps were concluded, we aimed to build a typology of stories on national identity development of German-born national youth football players with Turkish background. To this end, in a first step, we systematically compared the national identity development lines within the biographical mappings of each player and the case summaries to identify “the most general storyline that can be recognized underlying the plot and tensions of particular stories” (Frank, 2013, p. 75) with regard to national identity development. To make sure that our developed types of narratives are grounded in the actual participant's stories, we revisited the original interview data.



Methodological Rigor

As our research is based on an interpretative paradigm, we abstain from employing a “criteriological approach” (Sparkes and Smith, 2009) to assess the quality of our data and analysis. Instead, we perceive quality criteria as characteristics of our research. As a point of departure, we have used the work of Tracy (2010) and Smith and Caddick (2012) and invite researchers to take into consideration the following criteria that align with our study: transparency, sincerity, and worthy topic.

Based on our identity theoretical perspective, we assume that national identity is a particularly sensitive issue for players with migrant background as the players are supposed to be aware of public expectations and media debates on national identity in Germany. Against this background, it is not surprising that McGee and Bairner (2011) resume that “understanding of such matters has been hindered by a marked reluctance on behalf of professional athletes to discuss their experiences with researchers” (p. 439). For this reason, it was assumed to be particularly important to be transparent in the study's aims and to clearly distance from public allegations and normative valuations. Considering that interviewing young people requires specific reflections on ethical issues, we made transparency, confidentiality and balanced power relations our highest priorities. According to the ethical standards of qualitative research, our study was based on the concept of informed consent. Participation in the study was thus entirely voluntary. Confidentiality and anonymity were guaranteed to interviewees and to their clubs. In order to encourage the players to express their views freely and to avoid socially desirable answers, we accentuated the fact that we were not interested in any kind of moral assessments regarding the players' national team choice.




RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

We decided to combine results and discussion. Overall, we identified three different types of narratives on national identity development of German-born youth international football players with Turkish background. In the following section, we present one case for each type of narrative to allow for analytical depth and to stay closely to the participants' own stories, while being aware of the fact that a single story does not necessarily contain all characteristics of the respective narrative type (Kuckartz, 2020; John and Thiel, 2022). However, this representational strategy is frequently recommended and employed in narrative studies (e.g., Phoenix and Smith, 2011; Cavallerio et al., 2017). In addition to the interview data, we also refer to the digitalized biographical mapping of the player whose story represents the respective type of narrative. Within the biographical mapping, we have also entered the most important events to which the player referred to when narrating his personal story on national identity development and his football career. Therewith, the biographical mappings serve as visualized reference points that help in understanding the players' stories on their national identity development.

Each type of narrative is characterized by specific features and strands of development. In the following, we characterize and discuss each type of narrative on national identity development by identifying notions of national identity and by interrelating the national identification with Germany (as the country of birth) and Turkey (as the family's country of origin) during the sport career and against the background of the international career. Although the stories are highly individual, we also aim to trace similar features within the players' narratives on national identity development.


Type 1: “Going With the Nomination(s)”

The “going with the nomination(s)” narrative (Figure 1) is characterized by an inseparable connection between the nomination of a player by a federal football association (DFB or TFF) and the development of national identification with Germany and Turkey. Dynamics in national identity development particularly arise in the context of the national team question. Typically, national identification is attached to being recruited for a national team; here, the identification with the nation that recruited the player for an international game or tournament rises significantly. At the same time, this rise is accompanied by a decline of national identification with the other nation. The following biographical mapping of Emir (name anonymized) is typical for that type of narrative.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1. Mapping Type 1.


Emir is a descendent of a former “guestworker”. His grandfather immigrated to Germany in the course of the big labor agreements with Turkey at the end of the 1960s. Just like his grandfather, his parents were born in Turkey and immigrated to Germany during childhood in the early 1970s. The player is the first generation of his family who is born in Germany. His first language is German, his second language (albeit at a lower level) is Turkish. Although he reports to have a dual citizenship, nationality is not a relevant personal issue for him. Nevertheless, as the German Football Association (in contrast to the TFF) defines German citizenship as a recruitment condition on the level of national teams, his nationality status qualifies him for playing for both national football associations. Actually, during his junior elite sport career, the player was recruited for several national junior teams by both national football associations (DFB and TFF). Generally, Emir describes himself as a “German-Turk”, but at the same time he points out to rather have a strong local identity that is closely connected to his city of birth in Germany. His bi-national references are illustrated by sport related examples—such as supporting Germany and Turkey during World Championships and by placing both national flags at the car of their family during the tournament:

“Even at the World Cup and so on, we have, for example, Germany and Turkey, these flags on the cars, we had Germany and Turkey. So (.) there is not such a difference.”

Looking at the strands of national identification in his biographical mapping, it is evident that the reconstruction of national identity starts in (early) childhood. Obviously, the player's story of national identification with Turkey starts earlier and on a lower level than the story of national identification with Germany. When asked about this issue, Emir marked this as an unconscious differentiation. His appointment by the German and later by the Turkish football association were reported to be massive boosters for his national identity development. Both peaks in his biographical mapping result from being nominated for international games or tournaments. The first international game for Germany represented a crucial point in his national identity development story. The rise and peak of the national identification with Germany was explained by his surprise and satisfaction of being selected by the DFB for a game with the junior national team. Emir recounted:

“With Germany, it was like, maybe I was so happy because I never thought I would play for the junior national team.”

He went on and specifically compared the feelings he had when being nominated for Germany with the ones he experienced when being invited to play for Turkey:

“Yes, when I (…) have sometimes seen who was invited to Turkey, so (…) I was now not so much pleased; so also already very pleased, nevertheless for the invitation [by the TFF], but not so much as for Germany, because actually I was there still a player of [name of a small football club]. This was also still on the list for the DFB training course. There were always the players, there stood Borussia Mönchengladbach, VfB Stuttgart, Bayern Munich and then there was I from for example [club name]. Among the Turks who were from Germany, there were many from smaller clubs who were invited. Yes. So, at first I thought it was better [to play] for Germany.”

A special feature of this type of narrative is that the story of national identity development is inextricably linked with the interest of and the act of being recruited by a national football association. Changes in this development process result from either being nominated or not being nominated. Being nominated leads to a rise of identification with a national football association and a nation. Conversely, if a national football organization loses interest in a player and does not nominate him for a current training course or international game, the level of national belonging rapidly sinks to a level that is even below the initial level. In the interview, Emir explained the decline in his national identification with Germany with his disappointment about not being recruited for the next international game of the DFB and the feeling of not being treated fairly by the coach of the German youth national team.

“Yes, until [a certain game] I was in the A squad. [...] Yes, and then there was an international match against [nation] and then my competitor on my position was invited, even though he was not in the training camp for two weeks. That's why I didn't want to play anymore. (...) That's why I was angry, because he wasn't there for two weeks and in [nation state] he was, when we had two international matches. That was so obvious. (…). So after each game we were graded and in [nation state] he once gave me the same grade as my competitor even though he played much worse and many have seen that. That they did unfair things.”

Against this background, it seems appropriate to point out that we find similar episodes in various interviews. Accordingly, another athlete who played for the TFF first and then for the DFB reports:

“But as I said at the beginning, the Turkish national team (-) the Turkish players from Turkey were preferred and I perceived that as a disadvantage and not so positive. And that's why I also directly (-) so when I came back, I also said to my parents that I want to play for the German national team. And since then, I haven't played for the Turkish national team.”

It can be concluded that national identity development coalesces with athlete identity and the performance logic of elite sport (Brewer et al., 1993; Carless and Douglas, 2012). In line with our theoretical assumptions, Emir's story shows that national identity development is framed and triggered by the social context of youth elite football. Accordingly, changes in the strands of national identification are presented from the angle of a youth elite athlete striving for an international career and, for that reason, conceptualizing nominations for international matches as major events in terms of national identity development.

A further characteristic of the “going with the nomination(s)” narrative is that national identity is not a stable construct as can be seen within the player's biographical mapping. When referring to one specific experience he had after an international junior game with the TFF, Emir offered the following account:

“Last year, after the European Championship qualifiers [TFF], we were at the airport and our Turkish national team coaches, I don't know from where, also heard that two or three players had been invited [by the DFB]. Yes, the coach said that, but I also thought he was right, 'whoever goes there won't be invited to the Turkish national team, because you all think we're only second choice and we don't need players like that', he said. I thought he was right. Then I think two players left anyway. They weren't invited back for a while, but they were invited back the other day.”

Although, the player agreed with the national coach who tried to establish the emotional identification with Turkey and the TFF as an unconditional commitment, this experience, however, did not lead to a stable national identification with Turkey afterwards for Emir. As the player was not nominated by the coach and the TFF, his identification with Turkey sinks significantly again.

“In Turkey [at the TFF] I wanted to stay for the time being, but I don't know (-) Now there was a tournament the other day and I just wasn't invited.”

The second decline of the national identification with Turkey line indicates that the emotional attachment to Turkey as a nation seems to be binding just as long as the TFF decides to recruit the player for the next international games of the age group.

Against the background of this story, national identification development in German youth elite football appeared to be fundamentally shaped by elite sport socialization and by transnational talent recruitment in elite football. Besides, the story is characterized by variability, volatility, and instability. It is the current status of being and of being not recruited for international games that initiates short-term changes in the identification with Turkey or Germany. Within this type of narrative, national identification is conceptualized as a highly variable and situative construction that is, in line with previous research, crucially affected by “sporting pragmatism” (McGee and Bairner, 2011, p. 442). This type of narrative is an excellent example for the fluidity of national identity in the context of elite sport. Apparently, this fluidity results from processing the recruitment decisions of the national football associations and the experiences during the national training courses. Within the “going with the nomination(s)” narrative, national identity development can be compared with an elevator that drives up and down and that is steered externally by athletic events or non-events such as nomination and deselection for a national team. Consequently, national identities are under threat if former nominations are not refreshed. Accordingly, the quality of identification with Germany and Turkey is primarily driven by recruitment decisions of the TFF or the DFB. In this sense, national identity is functionally linked with the prospect of success and of perceptibility in elite sport. Accordingly, the identification with a nation rises when there are constellations or options to increase the players visibility.

“So, you can already see when you're playing for Germany right now (-) you're already seen more because they're more often at the World Cup and so on. European Championship, World Cup and so. And at the moment they are also more successful.”



Type 2: “Reconsidering National Belonging”

While the first type is characterized by the rise of the national identification with the nation which had nominated the player for international games, the “reconsidering national belonging” narrative (Figure 2) is characterized by a reverse dynamic. In the aftermath of being recruited for a specific nation, the identification with this nation declines rather than rises as it is the case within the “going with the nomination(s)” narrative. This reverse dynamic typical of the “reconsidering national belonging” narrative can be seen within the biographical mapping of Cem.
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FIGURE 2. Mapping Type 2.


Within his family's immigration history, Cem belongs to the third generation. It was his grandmother who immigrated from Turkey to Germany as a working migrant at the beginning of the 1970s and reunited the family later in Germany. The player's parents were born in Turkey and immigrated to Germany in childhood. Thus, the player is the first generation being born in Germany. He has a Turkish passport but not the German citizenship. At the time of the interview, Cem tells about having applied for German citizenship and planning to return his Turkish passport then. Although Turkish is the dominant family language, the player speaks German und Turkish fluently. With regard to his football career, Cem was intensively involved into the federal talent development program of the DFB. He trained at a local DFB-base, later at a YPC and played for German junior state teams. On a junior international level, he initially was invited for two national training courses of the DFB before he chose to play for Turkey. Subsequently, he played for the TFF in several junior teams.

Cem's graphical reconstruction of national identity development starts in late childhood. It is evident, that the two lines start at the same time but on absolutely different levels of national identification. While the identification with Germany is marked on an intermediate level, the identification with Turkey is mapped on a maximum level. In his verbalized story, his national affiliations with Turkey became apparent when he described himself as a “Turk”.

“If I'm in Germany, or people in the street ask me, ‘What are you? German or Turk?', of course I answer I'm Turkish.”

A recurring theme in his story of national identity development is “Heimat” (a German word that cannot be directly translated to English, but approximately describes a sense of emotional belonging). This term is very present when speaking about Turkey as his family's country of origin. For example, when speaking about his parent's city of birth in Turkey, he uses the term “hometown”.

It is evident that this term has an emotional connotation for the player. It can be assumed that this emotional attachment with the “home country” Turkey is the reason why his visualized story is characterized by a very strong affiliation with Turkey. It can be assumed that this emotional identification with Turkey was transferred to elite sport by the idea of someday playing for Turkey. Cem recounted:

“My dream was always to play for Turkey. That was just this decision, because I wanted to fulfill my dream that I had as a child.”

“My mother really wanted me to play for Turkey, and my mother is everything to me, and that was actually the thing where I said ‘yes' to Turkey.”

While both national identification lines are stable in late childhood, the interrelation between the two lines starts to change at the beginning of adolescence. While the affiliation with Germany rises, the sense of belonging to Turkey significantly falls. The rise of the identification with Germany fell into a career period in which Cem became Junior-Bundesliga-Player, changed the club, and started his international junior career for the TFF. The two lines cross at the time when the player transferred to his new club and its YPC.

This major switch is particularly explained by experiences the player had during his international junior career with the TFF. In contrast to Type 1, the nomination for the TFF did not result in an intensification or assurance of national affiliations with Turkey but initiated a process of revision and regression. Crucial for Cem's story are some experiences he made during the training courses and international games in Turkey. He experienced the training courses and the selection of starting-players to be less performance-related, disciplined, and transparent than he was used to at his German club.

“So (.) for example (.) the Turks rather do not look at the performance of the other players, there have played very many who have not earned it or no idea, it was just very strange, not (-) so to speak not as much discipline as the Germans and I just did not like it and I'm just used to the Germans with this discipline that only those play who also perform.”

Besides, the story also revealed experiences that seemed to irritate his emotional identification with Turkey and his self-description as a “Turk”. Apparently, his trips with the national team and the trips to Turkey intensified his feeling of not being perceived as a Turk in Turkey. This feeling of unfamiliarity and not belonging is reported to be a major turning point that made him rethink/reassess his understanding of “Heimat”, his emotional commitment to Turkey and his general affiliations toward the two nations:

If I'm in Germany, or people in the street ask me, ‘What are you? German or Turk?', of course I answer I'm Turkish. However, if I'm in Turkey, people there say, ‘You're not a Turk.' Most people say, ‘You're a German Turk. You're German.' They don't see me as a Turk. Even if I go to my hometown [in Turkey] they tell me this.”

Apparently, processing these experiences led the player to recheck his affiliations with Turkey and to rethink his emotional linkage. This finding is in line and, at the same time, not in line with current research on national identity assuming that “[w]hen individuals experience a sense of belonging by means of self-categorization as group members and then become aware that their fellow members share the same identification, their world changes” (David and Bar-Tal, 2009, p. 371). On the one hand, the player categorized himself as a “Turk” and defined himself as a member of a national group. On the other hand, he experienced to be not perceived as a Turk by this group. As a consequence, his “world changes” indeed—but not in the way that his national identification with Turkey rises. Instead, processing these experiences led to the recognition that Germany actually provided more reference points for national identity than Turkey:

“I'm in Turkey just, let's say, every other year; thus, I'm not there often. I don't really see Turkey as my home country since I'm never really welcome. In Germany, I feel comfortable. Actually, I see Germany as my home country. Sometimes I even ask myself, why I say ‘I'm Turkish' although Germany offers me everything I want and I feel comfortable here.”



Type 3: “Adding Up Chances”

The “adding up chances” narrative (Figure 3) is characterized by an increase of both strands of national identification, that with Germany and that with Turkey. In contrast to the first two types of narratives, these stories do not include (significant) decreasing trends with regard to national identification with one nation. The participants whose stories follow the “adding up chances” narrative particularly refer to the chances and opportunities in their (sport) biography and highlight the resulting positive effects on their national identity development. Although the level of identification with Turkey and Germany differs to some extent, national identity development its the result of adding up these chances and effects. The “adding up chances” narrative can be seen within the biographical mapping of Murat.
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FIGURE 3. Mapping Type 3.


The player's migrant background results from his father's family who originally comes from Turkey. His fathers' grandparents immigrated from Turkey to Germany—and went back to Turkey later on. His father was born in Germany. Murat's mother is German without having a migrant background. The German-born player is German citizen, which gives him the option to play for both national football federations. He does not have a Turkish passport. His first language is German. He barely speaks Turkish. On a level of self-positioning, he describes himself as rather German than Turkish. In terms of his football career, Murat played for a YPC and for a state team of the DFB. In the course of his international junior career, he was (at different times) nominated for Turkey (TFF) and for Germany (DFB).

The visualized story of national identity development starts in early childhood. Looking at the two strands, it is evident that the level of identification with Germany is constantly marked higher than with Turkey. At the same time, Murat reports to also have a strong local identity that refers to his city of birth in Germany. Generally, Murat's story implies several references to his “subjective sense of togetherness, we-ness, or belongingness” (Turner, 2010, p. 16) to Germany and to Turkey:

“Well, I would see myself a bit more as German, because I don't know the language either, the Turkish language. But so, so I have a bit of Turkish blood in me, so in the emotions sometimes, but yes, of course I see myself more as a person from [name of a German city] than a Turk, quite clear. [...] Well, I see myself as German, but it wouldn't also be difficult to identify myself as Turkish. This wouldn't be a problem. I get along with the [Turkish] people. They are kind-hearted. Therefore, I see no problem there.”

Within Murat's story, Turkey represents the residence of the relatives on his father's side. Since his childhood and despite the hyperinclusion into elite youth football the player travelled to Turkey almost every year for vacation in order to meet and spend time with his grandparents and his father's family of origin.

“From the private side, it was always so that we went to Turkey almost every year for vacation, to the relatives. Whether it was now the uncle of my dad or just my grandparents, no matter whether it was now in [name of a Turkish city] directly, I have actually always felt very connected with Turkey.”

Several players reported a strong attachment with Turkey resulting from family holidays in Turkey. The following statement of a Turkish international junior player, however, points out that this emotional attachment decreased as the player had to invest more time resources into youth elite football. This biographical fixation stopped him from traveling to Turkey and to sustain his emotional attachment:

“The connection with the homeland [Turkey] started relatively early because (-) we were often in Turkey when we were young or I was often in Turkey when I was young. (...) Yes, then it [the connection to Turkey] was actually relatively lost. Through soccer, because I personally was no longer so often in Turkey.”

Within the case of Murat, the rise of the identification with Turkey line is explained by two aspects. Firstly, the player reported to be impressed by the TFF's commitment. Since 2010, the TFF was in contact with the player and his parents. In this context, the player tells about meetings with the head of the European Office (TFF) aiming to convince the player and his parents of playing for Turkey. Apparently, the first invitation for a national training course of the TFF was refused by the player's club. A second reason for an increased identification with Turkey is that being invited and nominated for international games by the TFF amplified Murat's feelings of belonging to Turkey. The nomination and the experiences around the international game initiated a process which intensified and emotionally charged his relations with Turkey sustainably.

“Of course, it [the identification with Turkey] became stronger when I was invited here, then I listened to the anthem so that I knew the melody at least a little bit [laughs] and then my interest for Turkey clearly became stronger, because I somehow also wanted to be interested in it, wanted to know a little bit more about the country than I knew before, but (-) and that actually continues until now, that I now also root for them or root more for them now when they have a game, that I then also get upset why they do not win now. That they are not in the World Cup, for example, that makes me very sad. I would also quite clearly cheer for them, no question. So in general, the interest in Turkey or the attachment was actually relatively high because we were there actually every year.”

The identification with Germany line already starts at a high level and is linked with the feeling of being rather “German”. From early childhood until late adolescence, this line is very stable. Interestingly, and in contrast to the other two types of narratives on national identity development, being invited by the TFF (and not by the DFB) in the first place, did not have an impact on Murat's identification with Germany at all. The peak of the identification line coincides with the nomination by the DFB. To wear the official dress and the feeling of representing his country of birth are told to be boosters of national identity development.

“Yes, that's actually from the beginning, I would say maybe at nine [the identification with Germany] and then where it got straight down to the nitty-gritty, with the national team, that I have then properly identified with it, and that I then just run around with the clothes that I represent my country (…). That was actually the greatest for me, is still the greatest for me.”

Another athlete who played exclusively for Turkey tells quite a similar story:

“So I was relatively proud of myself that I got an invitation from the national team, the Turkish team. Yes, I remember exactly how much I was looking forward to it. And when I played my first game, when I was already wearing the jersey, I still remember how it made me tingle. Of course, when I listened to the national anthem, for me, that was such a goosebump feeling. That's when I realized how connected I am to my homeland [Turkey].”

Generally, within the “adding up chances” narrative, the identification with Germany and Turkey lines are comparatively stable. The biggest leap in Murat's story resulted from the nomination for the TFF. Characteristically, not being nominated initially by the DFB and later by the TFF did not affect his feelings of belonging to a nation. At the time of the interview, the initial difference between the two identification lines is significantly reduced. Typically, within the “adding up chances” narrative, having reached a certain level of national identification means that this level is at least maintained. National identity is conceptualized as a rather stable construction that is reinforced by becoming an international player. In this type of narrative, youth elite football offers various chances for processing national identification. Interestingly, national identity is presented as a growing resource that is fed by the opportunities that go along with a migrant background and an international career in youth football. In the course of this process, experiences are positively aggregated, which is typical for hybrid identity formations in immigration countries (Faas, 2009).




CONCLUSIONS

In contrast to previous analyses that asked for the role of national identity and network actors for the national team question of German-born international youth football players with a Turkish background (Seiberth's et al., 2017; Seiberth et al., 2018; Seiberth and Thiel, 2021), the aim of this analysis was to explore the national identity development stories of these players. By conducting and analyzing 10 expert interviews and biographical mappings, we constructed a typology of narratives, namely “going with the nomination(s),” “reconsidering national belonging,” and “adding up chances”, that players rely on when constructing their personal stories.

Generally, the study confirms the assumption that national identity “is not a static foundation passed down from generation to generation” (David and Bar-Tal, 2009, p. 373). Rather, our findings illustrate that national identity development in youth elite sport is a highly individual and dynamic process that is particularly shaped by the experiences in the context of a career in youth elite sport. In this sense, the stories describe (German) youth elite football as a specific social context that “provides multilayer conditions of different types, scopes, qualities in which individuals and collectives operate” (David and Bar-Tal, 2009, p. 371).

In line with current research, the stories on national identity development mostly start in (early) childhood. Regarding this early stage of (national) identity development, the stories include episodes of relevant family-related experiences, like family holidays in Turkey, or of the family supporting a specific Turkish football club. Although it can be assumed that these experiences had an impact on personal national identity formations, this pre-elite-sport period is characterized by a rather constant level of national identification with Turkey and Germany. Apart from that, our findings indicate that the specific family background or the status of the parents (e.g., being born or not being born in Germany) did not play a specific role for the players' national identity formation. In fact, the stories rather show that several of the interviewed players only have very limited knowledge about the family's immigration history. Furthermore, the increasing commitment to elite sport usually leads to a decreasing contact frequency with the family. At the same time, the contact frequency with elite sport actors (such as coaches) rises (Seiberth and Thiel, 2021).

Generally, the stories indicate that significant changes in national identity development take place in adolescence. Indeed, the closer the players come to the age when the national football associations start to recruit their players, the higher are the dynamics within the strands of national identity development. On the one hand, this can be explained by an increasing hyperinclusion into elite sports that leads the players to focus on the next career step “junior national team” and for that reason to closely attach constructions of national identity to the national team question. On the other hand, is must be considered that dealing with aspects like ethnic origin and reflecting on one's relation to the country of birth and the country of one's ancestors is typical in adolescence. However, whether the dynamics of national identity development are age-specific consequences of processing questions of ethnic origin and national belonging or an effect of the recruitment structures in junior elite football (starting with the Under 15-Team) is hard to tell. We assume that both effects aggregate if a player is nominated by one or both national football associations.

In fact, our study shows that erratic changes of national identification are always coupled with becoming an international player, but that the nomination for a nation does not reliably and sustainably booster feelings of belonging to that nation. Hence, the stories indicate that international careers not necessarily foster national identification with a nation but can also reduce feelings of belonging to a nation—even with the nation the athlete plays for. Particularly negative experiences with the national football federation or in the context of international games have the potential to reduce national identification with that nation.

This brings us back to a basic assumptions of identity theory and biographical research, pointing out that individuals process such experiences and life events differently and come to alternative conclusions (John et al., 2019). The three different types of narratives within our study illustrate this impressively. Overall, the study confirms that sport is indeed “an identity forming factor” (Dóczi, 2011, p. 3)—one way or the other. Nonetheless, since we assumed public and media narratives to play a role within the players' stories and although we mentioned these media narratives during the interviews, it was particularly surprising that such master narratives were not marked as “identity forming factors” in the stories. We assume this finding to be closely connected to the dominant role of athlete identity in youth elite sport (Schubring and Thiel, 2014; Seiberth's et al., 2017). Apparently, this elite sport identity not just shapes the national team question sustainably, but also has the potential to override other narratives. In this sense, athletic identity becomes a driving force for processing national identity formations in youth elite sport. While non-athletic adolescents with migrant background tend to deal with issues of national identity incidentally, youth athletes with migrant background are forced to deal with this issue (at least at the career level) as soon as the national team question arises. We conclude that, although the concept of nation states has dwindled in importance the study highlights that nation states in elite sport still are “powerful identifiers” (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000, p. 16).

Finally, the study needs to be discussed in the light of its limitations. One limitation refers to the number of participants. Apparently, our sample consisted of a comparatively small number of athletes in German youth elite football. The number of 10 interviews resulted from our explorative design that aimed to reconstruct individual stories of national identity development in youth elite sport and to identify specific types of narratives. Rather than focusing on representativity, we aimed to explore the process of national identity development in detail. Accordingly, the ten athletes are not a “representative sample, but rather a contrastive selection of youth elite athletes” (Schubring and Thiel, 2014, p. 81). However, it has to be considered that the interviewed players belong to the group of absolute top performers in German youth elite football. This group is not just hard to recruit but also limited in its number.

The second limitation refers to the fact that the study focused on youth players with Turkish background only. We decided to address this specific population because people with Turkish background represent the biggest ethnic minority group in Germany and are highly represented in German youth elite football (Seiberth's et al., 2017). Nevertheless, focusing on this specific group of youth elite football players further reduced the number of potential interviewees significantly. Knowing that the number of German-born international youth players with Turkish background training in YPCs in Germany is very limited and having identified only 31 players overall who matched the selection criteria at the time the study was conducted, 10 interviews and mappings are supposed to be a solid basis for a first exploratory analysis. Nevertheless, we recommend future studies to include athletes with different migrant backgrounds.

A strength of our narrative approach was the triangulation of methods and data by combining expert interviews and biographical mappings. Therewith, we have extended current narrative approaches that tend to focus only on the verbal story through incorporating a graphic depiction of developmental processes created by the participants themselves (i.e., the biographical mappings). The retrospective on their career and on national identity development in particular gave the participants the opportunity to tell their story with a temporal distance and to analyze the development of national identity over time. Such a processual and narrative perspective adds to current research on national identity formations in (youth) elite sport (Grainger, 2006; McGee and Bairner, 2011; Seiberth et al., 2018). However, in line with our narrative perspective, stories on national identity development represent contingent constructions of reality that likely evolve in the light of future events. Hence, types of narratives are always tentative (Frank, 2010; Ronkainen and Ryba, 2019). Future studies could aim to identify and characterize other subtypes of narratives to expand our understanding of the dynamics, complexity, and ambiguity of “identity work” (Andersson, 2002) in (youth) elite sport even further.
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FOOTNOTES

1According to the German Federal Statistical Office more than 26% of the German population currently has a migrant background (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2022). Although the distinction “migrant background” is frequently used in German administration, politics and migration research there is a critical debate in social sciences that relativizes the explanatory value of the term (Thiel and Seiberth, 2017). Having a migrant background means that a person “or at least one parent did not acquire German citizenship by birth” (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2022). Among the population with migrant background, people with Turkish background represent the biggest ethnic community in Germany. At the same time, and curiously, it also represents a “particularly under-researched community” (Faas, 2009, p. 303).

2Evidently, these debates are associated with the political and social trend of growing nationalism, national isolationism and particularism. Particularly, the constitutional referendum of the Turkish president Erdogan in 2017 reinforced a controversial debate about (dual) citizenship, sense of belonging and national identification of people with Turkish background in the German public. This debate was re-launched in 2018 when some newspapers published photos showing the German international football player Mesut Özil familiarly signing a club jersey for the Turkish President Erdogan just before the FIFA-World Cup 2018 in Russia. These photos had significant consequences as they intensified the public debate on national identification of people with Turkish background and as they made Özil break with the DFB.

3The media debate on Mesut Özil is an excellent example for this. Although, Mesut Özil opted to play for Germany during his career and despite the fact that he justified his decision several times by referring to his cognitive and emotional identification with Germany as his country of birth and his home country, he got in the center of a media debate criticizing some German internationals with migrant background for not singing the national anthem before the start of international games (Seiberth's et al., 2017; Seiberth et al., 2018).

4This methodological decision resulted from the fact that neither the status “migrant background” nor the fact of being born in Germany allows to draw conclusions on the level of citizenship. In fact, being born in Germany does not automatically lead to German citizenship. In 2000, German citizenship law supplemented the principle of descent the principle of birthplace (Gerdes et al., 2016). Since then people with migrant background had the choice to decide whether they want to acquire the German citizenship or not. Until today, among the highly heterogeneous group of people with migrant background there is a comparatively high number of people who are born and socialized in Germany without having a German or dual citizenship (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2022).

5Since 2004, FIFA allows players to switch between junior national teams and national football associations up to the age of 21 until they play for the senior national team in a competition match. This is particularly important for players with migrant background as the FIFA statutes entitles them (under specific conditions) to represent more than one national football association. One recruitment condition is that a player's “biological mother or biological father was born on the territory of the relevant association” (FIFA, 2016, p. 70). However, previous research indicates that the DFB's and TFF's recruitment strategies differ substantially when it comes to citizenship. While the DFB is reported to exclusively recruit players with German citizenship, having a Turkish citizenship is not required by the TTF (Seiberth's et al., 2017).



REFERENCES

 Andersson, M.. (2002). Identity work in sports. Ethnic minority youth, Norwegian Macro-debates and the role model aspect. J. Int. Migr. Integr. Revue de l'integration et de la migration internationale 3, 83–106. doi: 10.1007/s12134-002-1004-9


 Bairner, A.. (2015). Assessing the sociology of sport: on national identity and nationalism. Int. Rev. Sociol. Sport 50, 375–379. doi: 10.1177/1012690214538863


 Barrett, M.. (2013). Children's Knowledge, Beliefs and Feelings About Nations and National Groups. London: Psychology Press.


 Berry, J. W., Phinney, J. S., Sam, D. L., and Vedder, P. (2006). Immigrant youth: acculturation, identity, and adaptation. Appl. Psychol. 55, 303–332. doi: 10.1111/j.1464-0597.2006.00256.x


 Blecking, D.. (2008). Sport and Immigration in Germany. Int. J. Hist. Sport 25, 955–973. doi: 10.1080/09523360802106705


 Bourke, B.. (2014). Positionality: reflecting on the research process. Qualit. Rep. 19, 1–9. doi: 10.46743/2160-3715/2014.1026

 Bradley, J. M.. (2006). Sport and the contestation of ethnic identity: football and irishness in Scotland. J. Ethnic Migr. Stud. 32, 1189–1208. doi: 10.1080/13691830600821885


 Brewer, B. W., Van Raalte, J. L., and Linder, D. E. (1993). Athletic identity: hercules' muscles or achilles heel? Int. J. Sport Psychol. 24, 237–54. doi: 10.1037/t15488-000


 Brubaker, R., and Cooper, F. (2000). Beyond “identity”. Theory Soc. 29, 1–47. doi: 10.1023/A:1007068714468


 Bruce, T., and Wheaton, B. (2009). rethinking global sports migration and forms of transnational, cosmopolitan and diasporic belonging: a case study of international Yachtsman Sir Peter Blake. Soc. Ident. 15, 585–608. doi: 10.1080/13504630903205258


 Busanich, R., McGannon, K. R., and Schinke, R. J. (2016). Exploring disordered eating and embodiment in male distance runners through visual narrative methods. Qualit. Res. Sport Exerc. Health 8, 95–112. doi: 10.1080/2159676X.2015.1028093


 Canan, C., and Foroutan, N. (2016). Changing perceptions? Effects of multiple social categorisation on German population's perception of muslims. J. Ethnic Migr. Stud. 42, 1–20. doi: 10.1080/1369183X.2016.1164591


 Carless, D., and Douglas, K. (2012). Stories of success: cultural narratives and personal stories of elite and professional athletes. Reflect. Pract. 13, 387–98. doi: 10.1080/14623943.2012.657793


 Cavallerio, F., Wadey, R., and Wagstaff, C. R. (2017). Adjusting to retirement from sport: narratives of former competitive rhythmic gymnasts. Qualit. Res. Sport Exerc. Health 9, 533–545. doi: 10.1080/2159676X.2017.1335651


 Cerulo, K. A.. (1997). Identity Construction: New Issues, New Directions. Annual Review of Sociology 23, 385–409. doi: 10.1146/annurev.soc.23.1.385

 Chiu, A.. (2021). Challenges and complexities of imagining nationhood: the case of Hong Kong's naturalized footballers. Sport Soc. 24, 1878–1892. doi: 10.1080/17430437.2021.1944116


 Curry, T. J.. (1993). A little pain never hurt anyone: athletic career socialization and the normalization of sports injury. Symbol. Interact. 16, 273–290. doi: 10.1525/si.1993.16.3.273


 David, O., and Bar-Tal, D. (2009). A sociopsychological conception of collective identity: the case of national identity as an example. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Rev. 13, 354–379. doi: 10.1177/1088868309344412

 Denzin, N. K.. (1989). The Research Act. 3rd ed. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.


 Dóczi, T.. (2011). Gold fever (?): sport and national identity – the hungarian case. Int. Rev. Sociol. Sport 47, 165–182. doi: 10.1177/1012690210393828


 Everard, C., Wadey, R., and Howells, K. (2021). Storying sports injury experiences of elite track athletes: a narrative analysis. Psychol. Sport Exer. 56, 102007. doi: 10.1016/j.psychsport.2021.102007


 Ezzell, M. B.. (2009). “Barbie Dolls” on the pitch: identity work, defensive othering, and inequality in women's rugby. Soc. Prob. 56, 111–131. doi: 10.1525/sp.2009.56.1.111


 Faas, D.. (2009). Reconsidering identity: the ethnic and political dimensions of hybridity among majority and Turkish youth in Germany and England. Br. J. Sociol. 60, 299–320. doi: 10.1111/j.1468-4446.2009.01232.x

 FIFA (2016). FIFAStatutes April 2016 Edition. Available online at: https://resources.fifa.com/mm/.../fifastatutsweben_neutral.pdf (accessed April 28, 2017).


 Foroutan, N.. (2013). “Hybride identitäten,” in: Dabeisein Und Dazugehören, eds Brinkmann HU, Uslucan H-H (Wiesbaden: VS), 85–99.


 Frank, A. W.. (2010). Letting Stories Breathe: A Socio-Narratology. Chicago, IL; London: University of Chicago Press.


 Frank, A. W.. (2013). The Wounded Storyteller. Body, Illness, and Ethics. 2nd ed. London; Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.


 Gerdes, J., Faist, T., and Rieple, B. (2016). “We are all ‘republican' now: the politics of dual citizenship in Germany,” in: Dual Citizenship in Europe from Nationhood to Societal Integration. 2nd Edn, ed Faist T (London; New York, NY: Routledge), 45–76.


 Giddens, A.. (1991). Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modem Age. Camebridge: Polity Press.


 Göbel, M., and Schmidt, J. F. (1998). Inklusion/Exklusion: Karriere, Probleme Und Differenzierungen Eines Systemtheoretischen Begriffspaars. Soziale Syst. 4, 87–117.


 Grainger, A.. (2006). From immigrant to overstayer. Samoan identity, rugby, and cultural politics of race and nation in Aotearoa/New Zealand. J. Sport Soc. Issues 30, 45–61. doi: 10.1177/0193723505284277


 Griggs, G., and Gibbons, T. (2014). ‘Harry Walks, Fabio Runs': a case study on the current relationship between English National Identity, Soccer and the English Press. Int. Rev. Sociol. Sport 49, 536–549. doi: 10.1177/1012690212463917


 Hargreaves, J.. (2002). “Globalisation theory, global sport, and nations and nationalism,” in: Power Games: A Critical Sociology of Sport, eds Sugden J, Tomlinson A (London: Routledge), 25–43.


 Hassan D. McCullough S. Moreland E. (2009) North or South? Darron Gibson the issue of player eligibility within Irish Soccer. Soccer Soc. 10, 740–753. doi: 10.1080/14660970903239933


 Hogg, M. A., Abrams, D., Otten, S., and Hinkle, S. (2004). The social identity perspective. Intergroup relations, self-conception, and small groups. Small Group Res. 35, 246–276. doi: 10.1177/1046496404263424


 John, J. M., Gropper, H., and Thiel, A. (2019). The role of critical life events in the talent development pathways of athletes and musicians: a systematic review. Psychol. Sport Exer. 45, 101565. doi: 10.1016/j.psychsport.2019.101565


 John, J. M., and Thiel, A. (2022). All roads lead to Rome? talent narratives of elite athletes, musicians, and mathematicians. Qualit. Res. Sport Exer. Health. 1–22. doi: 10.1080/2159676X.2022.2074078


 Kaas, L., and Manger, C. (2012). Ethnic discrimination in Germany's labour market: a field experiment. German Econ. Rev. 13, 1–20. doi: 10.1111/j.1468-0475.2011.00538.x


 Kaelberer, M.. (2017). From Bern to Rio: Soccer and national identity discourses in Germany. Int. J. Polit. Cult. Soc. 30, 275–294. doi: 10.1007/s10767-016-9234-6


 Kuckartz, U.. (2020). “Typenbildung,” in: Handbuch Qualitative Forschung in Der Psychologie Band 2: Designs Und Verfahren. 2nd Edn, eds Mey G, Mruck K (Wiesbaden: Springer), 795–812.


 Maguire, J., and Burrows, M. (2005). “‘Not the Germans again': Soccer, identity politics and the media,” in: Power and Global Sport Zones of Prestige, Emulation and Resistance, eds Maguire J (London, New York, NY: Routledge), 140–52.


 Maguire, J. A.. (2011). Globalization, sport and national identities. Sport Soc. 14, 978–993. doi: 10.1080/17430437.2011.603553

 McGee, D., and Bairner, A. (2011). Transcending the borders of Irish identity? Narratives of Northern nationalist footballers in Northern Ireland. Int. Rev. Sociol. Sport 46, 436–455. doi: 10.1177/1012690210380584


 McLean, K. C., and Syed, M. (2015). Personal, master, and alternative narratives: an integrative framework for understanding identity development in context. Hum. Dev. 58, 318–349. doi: 10.1159/000445817


 Meier, H. E., and Leinwather, M. (2013). Finally a ‘taste for diversity'? National identity, consumer discrimination, and the multi-ethnic german national football team. Eur. Sociol. Rev. 29, 1201–1213. doi: 10.1093/esr/jct011


 Merkel, U.. (2014). German football culture in the New Millennium: ethnic diversity, flair and youth on and off the Pitch. Soccer Soc. 15, 241–255. doi: 10.1080/14660970.2013.849189


 Moran, A.. (2011). Multiculturalism as nation-building in Australia: inclusive national identity and the embrace of diversity. Ethnic Racial Stud. 34, 2153–2172. doi: 10.1080/01419870.2011.573081


 Papathomas, A., and Lavallee, D. (2012). Narrative constructions of Anorexia and Abuse: an Athlete's search for meaning in Trauma. J. Loss Trauma 17, 293–318. doi: 10.1080/15325024.2011.616740


 Phinney, J. S.. (1992). The multigroup ethnic identity measure: a new scale for use with diverse groups. J. Adolesc. Res. 7, 156–176. doi: 10.1177/074355489272003

 Phoenix, C., and Smith, B. (2011). Telling a (good?) counterstory of aging: natural bodybuilding meets the narrative of decline. J. Gerontol. Series B 66, 628–39. doi: 10.1093/geronb/gbr077

 Poucher, Z. A., Tamminen, K. A., Caron, J. G., and Sweet, S. N. (2020). Thinking through and designing qualitative research studies: a focused mapping review of 30 years of qualitative research in sport psychology. Int. Rev. Sport Exer. Psychol. 13, 163–186. doi: 10.1080/1750984X.2019.1656276


 Ronkainen, N. J., and Ryba, T. V. (2019). Developing narrative identities in youth pre-elite sport: bridging the present and the future. Qual. Res. Sport Exerc. Health 12, 548–562. doi: 10.1080/2159676X.2019.1642238


 Schimank, U.. (1988). “Biographie als autopoiesis. Eine Systemtheoretisch Rekonstruktion Von Individualität [Biography as autopoiesis. A systems theoretical reconstruction of individuality],” in Vom Ende Des Individuums Zur Individualität Ohne Ende [from the End of the Individual to Individuality without Limits], eds Brose H-G, Hildenbrand B, (Wiesbaden: VS), 55–72.


 Schubring, A., Mayer, J., and Thiel, A. (2019). Drawing careers: the value of a biographical mapping method in qualitative health research. Int. J. Qual. Methods 18, 1609406918809303. doi: 10.1177/1609406918809303


 Schubring, A., and Thiel, A. (2014). Coping with growth in adolescent elite sport. Sociol. Sport J. 31, 304–326. doi: 10.1123/ssj.2013-0071


 Seiberth, K., and Thiel, A. S. (2021). Stay or should i go? The impact of social networks on the choice to play for a national team in football. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 18, 7719. doi: 10.3390/ijerph18157719

 Seiberth, K., Thiel, A., and Birinci, E. (2018). “Hör Auf Dein Herz!”: Die Nationalmannschaftsfrage Als Identifikatorische Herausforderung Für Junioren-Fußballspieler Mit Migrationshintergrund? Leistungssport 48, 50–55.


 Seiberth's, K., Thiel, A., and Spaaij, R. (2017). Ethnic identity and the choice to play for a national team: a study of junior elite football players with a migrant background. J. Ethnic Migr. Stud. 45, 787–803. doi: 10.1080/1369183X.2017.1408460


 Skrobanek, J.. (2009). Perceived discrimination, ethnic identity and the (re-) ethnicisation of youth with a turkish ethnic background in Germany. J. Ethnic Migr. Stud. 35, 535–554. doi: 10.1080/13691830902765020


 Smith, B.. (2016). Narrative Analysis, eds Lyons E, Coyle A. London: Sage, 202–21.


 Smith, B., and Caddick, N. (2012). Qualitative methods in sport: a concise overview for guiding social scientific sport research. Asia Pacific J. Sport Soc. Sci. 1, 60–73. doi: 10.1080/21640599.2012.701373


 Smith, B., and McGannon, K. R. (2018). Developing rigor in qualitative research: problems and opportunities within sport and exercise psychology. Int. Rev. Sport Exerc. Psychol. 11, 101–21. doi: 10.1080/1750984X.2017.1317357


 Smith, B., and Sparkes, A. C. (2009). Narrative analysis and sport and exercise psychology: understanding lives in diverse ways. Psychol. Sport Exerc. 10, 279–288. doi: 10.1016/j.psychsport.2008.07.012


 Sökefeld, M.. (2004). “Das Paradigma Kultureller Differenz [the Paradigm Od Cultural Difference],” in Jenseits Des Paradigmas Kultureller Differenz, ed Sökefeld M (Bielefeld: Transcript), 9–33.


 Sparkes, A. C., and Smith, B. (2009). Judging the quality of qualitative inquiry: criteriology and relativism in action. Psychol. Sport Exerc. 10, 491–7. doi: 10.1016/j.psychsport.2009.02.006


 Statistisches Bundesamt (2022). [German Federal Statistical Office]. Bevölkerung Mit Migrationshintergrund – Ergebnisse Des Mikrozensus 2020 [Population with a Migrant Background: Results by the Micro-Census 2020]. Wiesbaden: Eigenverlag.


 Tajfel, H.. (1981). Human Groups and Social Categories: Studies in Social Psychology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

 Thelen, S.. (2016). “Migranten aus der Türkei [Immigrants from Turkey],” in Deutschland Einwanderungsland Begriffe - Fakten - Kontroversen [Immigration Country Germany Terms - Facts - Controversies], 2nd Edn, eds Meier-Braun K-H, Weber R (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer), 64–8.


 Thiel, A., and Seiberth, K. (2017). Migrant background, culture and ethnicity: sociological terms without explanatory value? Eur. J. Sport Soc. 14, 183–185. doi: 10.1080/16138171.2017.1360553


 Topič, M. D., and Coakley, J. (2010). Complicating the relationship between sport and national identity: the case of post-socialist Slovenia. Sociol. Sport J. 27, 371–389. doi: 10.1123/ssj.27.4.371


 Tracy, S. J.. (2010). Qualitative quality: eight “big-tent” criteria for excellent qualitative research. Qualit. Inquiry 16, 837–51. doi: 10.1177/1077800410383121


 Turner, J. C.. (2010). “Towards a cognitive redefinition of the social group,” in: Social Identity and Intergroup Relations, ed Tajfel H (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 15–40.


 van Campenhout, G., and van Houtum, H. (2021). ‘I Am German When We Win, but I Am an Immigrant When We Lose'. Theorising on the deservedness of migrants in international football, using the case of Mesut Özil. Sport Soc. 24, 1924–1940. doi: 10.1080/17430437.2020.1865314


 Ward, T.. (2009). Sport and national identity. Soccer Soc. 10, 518–531. doi: 10.1080/14660970902955455


 Wippermann, C., and Flaig, B. B. (2009). Lebenswelten Von Migrantinnen Und Migranten [Living environments of migrants]. Aus Politik Zeitgeschichte 5, 3–11. https://www.bpb.de/medien/32229/R32I01.pdf


 Wise, N.. (2011). Transcending imaginations through football participation and narratives of the other: haitian national identity in the dominican republic. J. Sport Tourism.16, 259–275. doi: 10.1080/14775085.2011.635011


 Wong, L. L., and Trumper, R. (2002). Global celebrity athletes and nationalism: Fútbol, Hockey, and the Representation of Nation. J. Sport Soc. Issues 26, 168–194. doi: 10.1177/0193723502262004


 Wray, N., Markovic, M., and Manderson, L. (2007). “Researcher saturation”: the impact of data triangulation and intensive-research practices on the researcher and qualitative research process. Qualit. Health Res. 17, 1392–1402. doi: 10.1177/1049732307308308

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher's Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.

Copyright © 2022 Seiberth, Thiel and John. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.



OPS/images/fspor-04-893019-g003.gif
Type 3: »Adding up chances«

B N T T T T T T AT

T A

Sponing Seccss  @=mldentification Gemany  @=mmldentification Turkey





OPS/xhtml/Nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		“It's My Country I'm Playing for”—A Biographical Study on National Identity Development of Youth Elite Football Players With Migrant Background



		Introduction



		Theoretical Background



		Methods and Materials



		Participants



		Data Collection



		Data Analysis



		Methodological Rigor







		Results and Discussion



		Type 1: “Going With the Nomination(s)”



		Type 2: “Reconsidering National Belonging”



		Type 3: “Adding Up Chances”







		Conclusions



		Data Availability Statement



		Ethics Statement



		Author Contributions



		Acknowledgments



		Footnotes



		References

















OPS/images/cover.jpg
, frontiers | Frontiers in Sports and Active Living

“It's My Country I'm Playing for"—A
Biographical Study on National
Identity Development of Youth Elite
Football Players With Migrant
Background





OPS/images/fspor-04-893019-g001.gif
Type

sas 67w

Sporting Succss @=mldcntificaiion i

Going with the nomination(s)«

ono B ow s 60
 Gemmamy @=msldensification with Turkey





OPS/images/fspor-04-893019-g002.gif
2

‘Type 2: »Reconsidering national belonging«

[ Nt T
R R T e |

Spodting Saccss @——ldcntification Gemury  @=—ekdcuiif










OPS/images/crossmark.jpg
©

2

i

|





OPS/images/logo.jpg
' frontiers | Frontiers in Sports and Active Living





