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Praise for Third Culture Kids: Growing Up Among Worlds, Third Edition

“As an adult TCK, I have long wrestled with how I fit into this world. This book is the ‘bible’ for anyone who wants to understand the blessings and the curses of growing up multiculturally.”

—Wm. Paul Young, New York Times Bestselling author of The Shack

“Growing up as a Third-Culture Kid is a gift that I will always treasure. As a senior military officer and US diplomat, I frequently interacted with world leaders and often drew upon my knowledge of different cultures to complete my work. My TCK experiences were invaluable in my efforts to negotiate international agreements. As a TCK, it was easy for me to understand various perspectives and to navigate through cultural nuances to achieve a positive outcome for both sides. I am delighted to see the lessons learned from the traditional TCK experience live on in this new edition of Third Culture Kids.”

—Scott Gration, Maj. Gen., USAF (Ret), Executive Chairman, Champion Afrik and author, Flight Path: Son of Africa to Warrior-Diplomat

“Visionary, bold, and embracing. This may be the first book ever that hasn’t left a single person out.”

—Dr. Douglas W. Ota, author of Safe Passage: How Mobility Affects People & What International Schools Should Do About It

“I called the earlier editions of Third Culture Kids ‘absolutely brilliant.’ This third edition continues to earn that acclaim. It’s a powerhouse of a book through which readers growing up ‘among worlds’—and their parents and the professionals responsible for their care and teaching—become able to take leadership of the challenges and opportunities presented by such a rich and complex childhood.”

—Barbara F. Schaetti, Ph.D., co-founder of Personal Leadership Seminars, LLC

“The additions on parenting of TCKs to this seminal book are life-changing. Though I own the first and second editions I need this one too. I wish I had read it before our TCKs became teenagers.”

—Jo Parfitt, publisher, Summertime Publishing, author of Career in Your Suitcase and founder of the Families in Global Transition Writing Residency Program

“Ruth’s writings consistently set a high bar in any discussion or writing on Third Culture Kids. The added value of this new edition is the inclusion of the thoughts of David’s son, Michael. This makes it even more valuable, as the reader is able to catch a glimpse of the thoughts and reflections of the next generation.”

—Lois J. Bushong, Author of Belonging Everywhere & Nowhere: Insights into Counseling the Globally Mobile

“This has been the single-most influential book in the field of personal intercultural transitions, drawing its audience both from individual TCKs who read it for self-discovery and the professionals who study and support them. With this important third edition, the authors continue their perceptive analysis. Written in an engaging style that crosses disciplinary bridges, there’s critical information here for TCKs (at any point in their self-awareness) and the parents, researchers, educators, counselors and administrators who are cheering them on.”

—Anne P. Copeland, PhD Executive Director, The Interchange Institute

“Michael Pollock and Ruth Van Reken do not disappoint with the third edition! Michael has deftly stepped in to fill his father’s shoes and together with Van Reken they continue to explore the evolving implications of having lived a cross-cultural childhood. Expanded thinking on how expatriates can deal with re-entry and new transition models make this resource a must-read for anyone living the mobile life.”

—Tina L. Quick, Author of The Global Nomad’s Guide to University Transition and Survive and Thrive: The International Student’s Guide to Succeeding in the U.S.

“As an early childhood educator, I am so excited that this book now includes more practical information on why the cross-cultural mobility in childhood matters. This goes hand in hand with the expanded chapter on practical tips for parents. The PolVan Cultural Identity diagram is a wonderful way to help the international schools have more knowledge about their students.”

—Julia Simens, author, Emotional Resilience and the Expat Child

“When I read this book I understood why it was so special. I realized that I finally belonged somewhere... Knowing that I was a Third Culture Child, that other people experienced the same thing, was a sort of liberation.”

—Amel Derragui, founder of TandemNomads.com

“This book is a MUST read for anyone raising children abroad or people having grown up overseas. The best parts are the practical and real life tips, experiences, and guidelines that Michael and Ruth bring to the discussion from perspectives of both parents of TCKs and TCKs themselves.”

—Dr. Amos A. Lyso, Adult TCK, Vice Principal at Yew Chung International School - Secondary, Hong Kong

“Filled with profound insight and counsel, this essential book provides a glimpse into the world of globally mobile children (regardless of why they moved) and how to be supportive of all the transitions they may encounter.”

—Amanda Bates, adult third culture kid raised bi-culturally between Cameroon and the US, and is founder/editor-in-chief of The Black Expat

“Michael Pollock and Ruth Van Reken have built on the foundational principles and ideas produced by Michael’s father, David. This book is a wonderful tribute to Dave’s life and ministry as the original co-author. It is full of new insight regarding transition and the TCK experience, and I would encourage you to open your heart and allow for God’s still, small voice to speak into you – whether you are a TCK or work with TCK’s.

—Dan Egeler, President, Association of Christian Schools International

“A deeply validating book for anyone who has lived and/or is living an intercultural life.”

—Elizabeth Liang, Actor/Writer/Producer, including ALIEN CITIZEN: An Earth Odyssey

“A must-read for those who identify as TCKs or who have lived cross-culturally, those who are raising families in cross-cultural settings, schools who are educating students from a variety of cultural backgrounds, and universities interested in helping cross-cultural students transition effectively.”

—Dr. Dan Long, Upper School Dean of Students, Taipei American School, Taiwan

“I will never forget the day I began reading Third Culture Kids: Growing Up Among Worlds. On each page I found more truth and tools that helped me understand, accept, and navigate the TCK experience. Building on the previous volume, this new edition provides more research, practical tips, increased attention to the complexity of terms, and the added bonus of questions for reflection. This book is a treasure, not only for TCKs, but for all those whose experience includes living between.”

—Marilyn R. Gardner, Author of Passages Through Pakistan: An American Girl’s Journey of Faith and Between Worlds: Essays on Culture and Belonging.
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By Ruth E. Van Reken

Some may ask, “Why a third edition of Third Culture Kids: Growing Up Among Worlds? What more is there to say than has already been said?”

A lot. In 1999, David Pollock began the first edition of this book with the following words. “Third culture kids (TCKs) are not new, and they are not few. They have been a part of the earth’s population from the earliest migrations. They are normal people with the usual struggles and pleasures of life. But because they have grown up with different experiences from those who have lived primarily in one culture . . . we have seen a set of patterns of behavior or reactions to life emerge that stem from the cross-cultural and high-mobility aspects of their upbringing. As I have shared these observations with TCKs, their parents, teachers, and caregivers throughout the world . . . a multitude of TCKs have validated that this is, indeed, their story.”

That remains true, but David went on to caution, “Since we are dealing with people, we are writing about process and progress, not a fixed entity. In the past two decades alone, dramatic changes related to the care of children and adults have occurred in the global nomad community, and undoubtedly new theories and practices will continue to evolve.”

And they have. In the first edition, our focus was primarily on those who had grown up outside the parents’ passport country due to a parent’s occupation. Most of the early TCKs we studied had parents who shared the same nationality, and the TCKs often grew up in primarily one, two, or maybe three host countries. Skype and Facebook were nowhere around and international phone calls were expensive.

Even as the first edition of our book saw the light of day, change continued to sweep across the globe, altering the landscape for the traditional TCK experience itself. For one thing, TCK demographics were becoming more culturally complex. Questions arose, such as: What is the same or different for TCKs who also happen to be part of a minority group in their passport culture? What about bicultural or mixed-racial heritage TCKs? How do non-Western TCKs relate to their parents and passport culture after attending school in primarily Western-based international educational systems? Was this increasing cultural complexity changing in some way the fundamental story of the TCK experience about which we had written or simply adding more layers to it?

This growing cultural complexity only underscored the skepticism that some who thought of culture and belonging in traditional ways already had about the TCK topic. In fact, a university professor of sociology once asked me, “Are you saying that no matter where TCKs come from or where they grow up, there is something that they share?”

I stopped for a moment to think. “Well, I guess I am. No matter where I go and talk about these things, despite all the differences in demographic details, there is something that connects them.”

“Well,” responded the professor, “if you can prove that, you will change the face of sociology.”

I was rather stunned! But I understood how he, like others, initially couldn’t imagine how such a wide-ranging group of people from different nations, races, ethnicities, and experiences could be collected into one discussion. Certainly when judged by traditional patterns of assigning cultural or ethnic identity, where often we are defined first by our differences, it seems impossible that this cohort would have much in common. But over and over, we were seeing that TCKs from many places and varied backgrounds in terms of passport and host cultures still shared and related to the many common characteristics Dave Pollock developed as the TCK Profile. And so the sense that there was something important to explore that transcended the individuals involved but reflected some definite sociological and anthropological changes for our times deepened.

After our first edition, some folks agreed that in the past, TCKs might have had trouble staying connected to their passport culture or friends from other places, but they believed all of that had changed for today’s TCKs. After all, Skype, Facebook, online local newspapers, and local sports could now keep them virtually connected if not connected in person. But as we watched the burgeoning TCK groups forming on social media, it seemed that, if anything, questions of belonging and identity were only increasing for the current generation of TCKs. Why? It seemed counterintuitive. We wanted to begin thinking more about this.

Another interesting development emerged between our first and second editions. No matter where we presented on the topic of TCKs, people came up after seminars or wrote emails to say, “I am not a TCK as you define it, but I related to nearly everything you mentioned as part of the TCK Profile. Why?” Some had grown up as immigrant children, or refugees, or in different cultural worlds in one country. Others were international adoptees or children of minorities. In our first edition, we mentioned why these types of experiences were different from the traditional TCK life we were writing about. But eventually we could not ignore the reality that for all the overt differences in these various experiences, something connects all of these journeys of people who grew up in a multiplicity of cultural worlds, no matter how it happened. What is it?

To find a way to look at all the experiences (traditional TCKs, the more culturally complex TCKs, and non-TCKs who related to what we were describing) without confusing the research, in our second edition we added our new term cross-cultural kid (CCK) to the lexicon as a way to include all of those who have interacted or are interacting significantly with two or more cultural worlds during childhood.

As we did this, we also began to wonder if the traditional TCK experience might be like a microcosm of what is now happening on a global scale. In other words, about fifty years before it was common for so many to move and grow up cross-culturally, the effects of cross-cultural mobility were already being observed and researched in this particular cohort of people from many countries and races called TCKs. Could our research and observations be like scientists who first isolate a simple organism in order to define and understand its structure and functions and move on to apply those understandings to more-complex organisms?

If so, then what were we studying? We decided it was here we could begin to see the first results of a great, but not yet fully explored, cultural shift of our changing world—the difference between being raised in a monocultural environment or in a many-layered cultural setting. We believe the TCK experience is an area where certain factors related to growing up in a culturally mixed lifestyle that are not limited by race, nationality, passport culture, or even economic status per se have already been identified. The more we understand the common responses from such an experience for what they are, the better we can then apply this knowledge to other types of cross-cultural childhoods and their long-term effects. Introducing this concept was the major expansion of thinking in our second edition of Third Culture Kids. But we could offer only preliminary thoughts about some commonalities we saw among the larger cohort of CCKs and invite others connected to CCKs of all backgrounds to join us in our wonderings.

Since then, as we have continued to hear more stories from those who have grown up as CCKs of all sorts, our understanding of the importance of this topic has grown. Based on the responses we have received and watching the themes emerging in books, movies, YouTube videos, TED talks, and so on, we are satisfied that a childhood lived in, among, and between various cultural worlds is indeed becoming the norm rather than the exception. And as we have seen CCKs of all backgrounds and all levels of cultural complexity take lessons learned from the TCK Profile and intuitively apply it to their own life story, we feel affirmed in what we were seeing about the relevance of the TCK story. Because of that, we now want to explore more fully the changes happening in the TCK experience with the belief that what we continue to learn from this particular subset of CCKs will give us new insights for many other types of CCKs as well.

To help do that, I am beyond delighted that David Pollock’s son, Michael V. Pollock, is joining me to continue building on the brilliant work his father did for us all. Michael is eminently qualified for this assignment. As a child, he not only grew up as a TCK but, unlike most of us older ATCKs who never heard the TCK term until adulthood, Michael had language for his experience from an early age as he traveled with his dad to various TCK seminars. As an adult, Michael has lived and worked as an expat in the field of international education, raising his own now millennial TCKs in the process. He is founder of Daraja, an organization whose goal is to care for, encourage, and equip TCKs through a variety of means so they can address challenges and take hold of the gifts bestowed on them through their global childhoods, applying them in the places of great global opportunity and need.

One reason Michael feels so passionately about Daraja is because he also believes the same global mobility that offers rich diversity for those willing to engage with it positively can lead to increased cultural clashing and disruption between those who haven’t yet learned to do so. The need is great for individuals who can bridge those differences with empathy, intelligence, patience, and flexibility. Surely TCKs and other types of CCKs are poised for such roles in business, education, arts, community development, politics, etc., if they can learn how to develop the skills and tools their life experiences have given them.

To help reach these goals of assisting young people to develop their full potential, Michael will be sharing his expertise through a completely revamped and expanded section on transition. Not only will we talk as before about personal transition (chapters 13 and 14), but Michael will specifically focus on how parents (chapter 17) and organizations can develop a “flow of care” (chapter 18) that will support families from the first day of their cross-cultural assignment through reentry and resettlement. Michael has developed a unique way of thinking through the needs of individuals and families by overlaying transition with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. He has presented this model in several national and international conferences, including Families in Global Transition.

In addition, Michael comes with the freshness of being a younger (than Ruth!) ATCK who, as we said above, has raised his children as millennial TCKs, taught TCKs in international school, and worked with them through transition to college and beyond. From what he has learned by his interactions with them as well as his own life, he brings a fresh perspective and updated stories to this topic throughout the book. Working together and joining past and present realities, Michael and I hope to accomplish several things in this new edition.

We want to look more closely at today’s TCKs and build on what we have learned in the past to try to help all TCKs, as well as those who love and work with them, understand their stories better within the context of the current global changes. We will continue to probe more deeply such questions as: Does the presence of the Internet, constant social media innovation, new patterns of overseas assignments for their parents, multiple cultures in their international schools, or higher levels of security risk change the basic TCK Profile as previously described? If so, what are the changes? If not, why do the historical TCK characteristics remain essentially the same despite these external changes in our environment? What are some new strategies that might be needed to help today’s TCKs better maximize the strengths of their upbringing?

We consider these questions in the hope of continuing to achieve our original goal: to help TCKs, adult TCKs (ATCKs), their families, and all who work with them understand how they can build well on the many gifts of this upbringing while dealing effectively with the challenges. That is the heart of our ongoing theme for all generations of TCKs, ATCKs, and their families.

But as we continue to study this particular TCK phenomenon in greater depth, we want to add a new section in most chapters—“Expanding Our Vision”—a few thoughts on how lessons learned in that chapter about the TCK experience might give more language and understanding to all who grow up among many cultural worlds for whatever reason. We will follow that with some questions that can be used for personal reflections or group discussions.

And with all of this, our greatest hope is that no matter the specifics of each person’s story, all who have grown up cross-culturally for any reason will discover more fully and use with joy the hidden treasures they have acquired in their life journey so they may use them well for “such a time as this.”1


Guide for Using This Book
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If this is the first time you have read anything about Third Culture Kids (TCKs) or Cross-Cultural Kids (CCKs), read from the beginning and straight through; each section builds on the one before. Even if you already feel you know the “basics,” you may be surprised to find what has changed and what has been affirmed in the eight years since the release of the first revision.

Earlier editions had three sections:


•  Part I primarily explained who we were talking about and why a life of growing up cross-culturally, and often with high mobility, leads to common themes related to identity and dealing with loss that TCKs often face.

•  Part II gave the what of the story. What are the common benefits and challenges of this experience? What are characteristics often found in current and adult TCKs?

•  Part III concentrated on how parents, teachers, organizations, and even TCKs/adult TCKs can help to maximize the many gifts of a TCK childhood and deal well with the challenges.



Our third edition keeps the same basic format with new information in each section that has arisen from our changing world.


•  Part I includes more accounts of TCKs who may have nontraditional stories. Under CCKs, we add new awareness for other ways children can grow up cross-culturally. The growing cultural complexity of all is highlighted, along with how this leads to a hidden diversity.

•  Part II continues to examine the historical TCK Profile but also explores what may or may not continue to be relevant for today’s TCKs. Because these characteristics are from past and present research on TCKs and ATCKs, each chapter concludes with considering which of the lessons learned might also be applied to other cohorts of CCKs.

•  Part III is different from our former Part IIIs. Because transition between places and cultures is such a pivotal part of the TCK experience, Part III focuses on transition and reentry, gathering the pieces to bring greater clarity and tips for enjoying the journey. The chapter for Adult TCKs offers suggestions for those who are grown up and continue to seek understanding, healing, and growth.

•  Part IV offers a rationale for care and specific strategies for how parents and organizations can help TCKs and their families thrive through a flow of care. The book finishes with a chapter of Ruth’s and Michael’s thoughts on the future of the topic.



The resources are by no means exhaustive but give a rich sampling of all that is available as we write this edition to help TCKs, their families, and the organizations that create TCKs by moving families cross-culturally. The appendices are meant to supplement areas in chapters and offer historical context so the chapters do not get buried in details. And don’t miss Danau Tanu’s thought-provoking insights in Appendix C adding to and challenging some of our preconceptions about TCKs.


Part I
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Understanding the World of TCKs

This first section of the book looks in detail at who a third culture kid (TCK) is and why the two major realities of this experience—growing up among many cultural worlds and high mobility—have such a significant effect on TCKs. We will also consider how (and why) lessons learned from the TCK journey can be applied to other types of cross-cultural childhoods, even when the details of these other experiences may be quite different from the traditional TCK lifestyle.


CHAPTER 1
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Where Is Home?

Erika’s Story
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As the Boeing 747 sped down the runway, Erika sat with her seat belt secure, her chin propped against a clenched fist, staring out the window until the final sights of her beloved Singapore disappeared from view.

How can it hurt this much to leave a country that isn’t even mine? Erika closed her eyes and settled back in the seat, too numb to cry the tears that begged to be shed. Will I ever come back?

For nearly half of her twenty-three years, she had thought of Singapore as home. Now she knew it wasn’t—and the United States hadn’t felt like home since she was eight years old.

Isn’t there anywhere in the world I belong? she wondered.



Countless people of virtually every nationality and from a great variety of backgrounds identify with Erika’s feeling of not fully belonging anywhere in the world. Like her, they may be North Americans who grew up in Singapore. But they may also be Japanese children who grew up in Australia, British kids raised in China, Turkish youth reared in Germany, African children currently living in Canada, or the child of a Norwegian father and a Thai mother growing up in Argentina. All of them have one thing in common: like Erika, they are spending, or have spent, at least part of their childhood in at least one country and culture other than their own. They are third culture kids (TCKs) or, by now, adult TCKs (ATCKs)—those who have grown up as TCKs.

Children are TCKs for many reasons. Some have parents with careers in international business, the diplomatic corps, the military, or religious missions. Others have parents who studied abroad. While these were the groups or sectors researchers initially named and studied as TCKs, an increasing number of children now grow up (or grew up) outside their parents’ passport country and culture for many different reasons. Understanding their story is important for three reasons:


1. To help these individuals recognize and use well the gifts such a childhood provides;

2. To help them recognize and deal successfully with the challenges that are also inherent in this experience; and

3. To help normalize the third culture experience for this growing population.



TCKs are raised in a “neither/nor” world. It is neither fully the world of their parents’ culture (or cultures) nor fully the world of the other culture (or cultures) in which they were raised. Contrary to popular misconceptions, however, this neither/nor world is not merely a personal amalgamation of the various cultures they have known. Instead, it is a way of life shared by others who also grow up living first in one culture and then moving to another one—maybe even two or three more—and often back and forth between various cultures. For reasons we will explore, through this particular lifestyle TCKs often develop common characteristics that differ in various ways or degrees from characteristics of those who are basically born in and live their entire childhoods in one place. Most TCKs learn to live comfortably in this in-between space they share with other TCKs, whether they stop to define it or not.

Why TCKs Are More Visible
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TCKs are not a new phenomenon. Children have traveled into other countries with their parents throughout history, or at least for several centuries, in various patterns of migration including accompanying their parents with international careers (e.g., colonial officers, diplomats, missionaries, military personnel). Until the end of the twentieth century, however, they were largely invisible as a recognized entity. How and why is that changing?

THE NUMBER OF TCKS IN THE WORLD IS INCREASING

Carolyn Smith gave some historical perspective on the changes taking place in one of the earliest books written on this topic, The Absentee American.


Since 1946, therefore, when it was unusual for Americans to live overseas unless they were missionaries or diplomats, it has become commonplace for American military and civilian employees and businesspeople to be stationed abroad, if only for a year. The 1990 Census counted 922,000 federal workers and their families living overseas, and the total number of Americans living abroad either permanently or temporarily is estimated at 3 million.1



By 2015, this estimated number had grown to 8 million, with no end in sight of how high this tally might rise.2 That’s a lot of people—equivalent to the combined populations of Chicago, Los Angeles, and Philadelphia!

But these figures only account for U.S. citizens. Australia has more than 1 million citizens living outside its borders on either a long- or short-term basis.3 In 2013, Japan disclosed that 1,258,263 of its citizens were living for longer than three months as expatriates all over the world.4 Add to these figures the burgeoning number of citizens from every other country working and living outside their home cultures and we can only imagine the total number of expatriates worldwide.

Of course, as more adults have international careers or live abroad for whatever reason, there are more children accompanying parents into new lands. In the days of early explorers, traders, colonial governors, or pioneer missionaries, children often remained in the home country to avoid the rigors of travel and disease or for educational purposes. It is now normal for children to accompany their parents overseas rather than to stay in the homeland or go to boarding schools in another part of the host country (or a different country), as was common in those earlier days. Traveling between home and a host country now rarely takes more than one day—an easy trip compared to the three months it used to take on an ocean liner. International schools exist everywhere. Advanced medical care is an airlift away (and even more immediate with telemedicine). In fact, the International School Consultancy reports that in 2016 there were more than 8,257 international schools teaching 4.53 million K–12 students (in English) worldwide. The estimate is that by 2026 this number will have more than doubled to 10 million students in international schools using English as the language of instruction.5 Consider how many more there are if you add all the students in non-English-speaking international schools and TCKs being home-schooled by parents while living outside their passport culture. The growth of this population is astounding.

THE PUBLIC VOICE OF TCKS HAS GROWN LOUDER

As these increasing numbers of TCKs become adults, they are becoming more vocal. Through alumni associations or online communities (such as www.tckidnow.com), TCKs and ATCKs have formed visible, identifiable groups. The proliferation of blogs; countless memoirs published by ATCKs; popular and scholarly articles in various online and print magazines; and anthologies such as Unrooted Childhoods, Writing Out of Limbo, or The Worlds Within have also created higher visibility of this cohort. Visual media such as Rahul Gandotra’s Oscar-nominated short film The Road Home, Mira Nair’s movie The Namesake, and Pico Iyer’s TED talk Where Is Home? bring the reality of the TCK story to life on our screens. Many ATCKs have become well-known politicians, newscasters, actors, actresses, sports figures, and authors. The election of President Barack Obama in 2008 made the entire world aware that this type of childhood exists, whether or not they knew there was a name for how he grew up. As these TCKs and adult TCKs share their stories, they encourage others to do the same, and their voices are being heard.

BEING A TCK OR ATCK HAS BECOME SIGNIFICANT

The TCK experience is a microcosm of what is quickly becoming normal throughout the world. In 1984, sociologist Ted Ward said that TCKs were the prototype citizen of the future,6 and it seems that day is nearly, if not already, here. Few communities anywhere will remain culturally homogeneous in this age of easy international travel and instant global communication. Growing up among cultural differences is already, or soon will be, the rule rather than the exception—even for those who never physically leave their home country. Experts are trying to predict the outcome of this cultural juggling. Looking at the TCK world can help us prepare for the long-term consequences of this new pattern of global cultural mixing. We look at these new trends in depth when we focus on the broader group of cross-cultural kids (CCKs) in chapter 3.

The benefits of the TCK lifestyle are enormous. Many TCKs and ATCKs are maximizing the potential of these benefits in their lives, both personally and professionally. In part II we look in detail at what these benefits are. Unfortunately, for some TCKs and ATCKs, the challenges of their experience have seemingly canceled out the many benefits—a sad waste for both the TCKs and the world around them. It is our hope that a better understanding of some of these benefits and challenges will help TCKs and ATCKs everywhere use the gifts of their heritage well. That’s why, throughout this book, we examine the paradoxical world of the TCK and other cross-cultural experiences during childhood from a variety of perspectives.

We return to Erika for a better look at one young woman’s true story. Only the names and places have been changed.

Back to Erika’s Story
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Erika didn’t notice that the captain had turned off the “fasten seat belt” sign until a flight attendant interrupted her reverie.

“Would you like something to drink?” he asked.

How many Cokes and miniature pretzels have I eaten on airplanes? she wondered. Far too many to count. But today her grief outweighed any thought of food or drink. She shook her head, and the attendant moved on.

Erika closed her eyes again. Unbidden memories flashed through her mind. She remembered being eight years old, when her family still lived in upstate New York, Erika’s birthplace. One day her father entered the playroom as she and her younger sister, Sally, performed a puppet show for their assembled audience of stuffed animals.

“Wanna’ watch, Dad?” Erika asked hopefully.

“In a few minutes, sweetie. First, I have something special to tell you.”

Puppets forgotten, Sally and Erika ran to their dad, trying to guess what it could be.

“Are we gonna have a new baby?” Sally began jumping up and down in excited anticipation.

“Did you buy me a new bike?” Erika inquired.

Erika’s dad shook his head and sat in the nearby rocking chair, gathering one daughter on each knee. “How would you like to take a long airplane ride?” he asked.

“Wow!”

“Sure.”

“I love airplanes.”

“Where, Daddy?”

He explained that his company had asked him to move from the United States to Ecuador to start a new branch office. The family would be moving as soon as school ended that June.

A flurry of activity began—shopping, packing, and saying good-bye to relatives and friends. It all seemed so exciting until the day Erika asked, “Mom, how is Spotty going to get there?”

“Honey, it’s not easy to take a dog. Grandma’s going to take care of him ’til we get home again.”

“Mom, we can’t leave Spotty! He’s part of our family!”

No amount of pleading helped. Spotty was sent to his new home and finally, with a mixture of eagerness for the adventures ahead and sadness for the people and things they were leaving, Erika and her family flew off to their new world.

Wanting to stop this flood of memories, Erika opened her eyes, trying to focus on her fellow passengers. The diversion didn’t work. As soon as she had adjusted her cramped legs and resettled into a more comfortable position, the flashbacks continued. It was almost as if every few seconds a virtual click inside her brain advanced her mental Power-Point show. Pictures of Ecuador replaced those of New York. She had been so scared the first time her family flew into Quito. How would the airplane wiggle its way between the mountain ranges and find a flat place to land? Yet Erika remembered how, in time, those same Andes mountains gave her a deep sense of security each morning when she woke to see their towering peaks looming over the city, keeping watch as they had for centuries. But what did these memories matter now? She put on her headset, hoping that music would divert her thoughts. Unfortunately, the second channel she switched to played the haunting music of the hollow-reed flute pipes that always evoked a twinge of melancholy whenever she heard it. The sound brought instant memories of going to fiestas with her Ecuadorian friends and dancing with them while the pipers played. Certainly, listening to this music wouldn’t help her now. She took the earphones off, letting them dangle around her neck.

By now the images of an in-flight movie were on the monitor in front of her, but Erika never saw them. Her own internal picture show continued with its competing images—the scene changing from towering mountains to the towering skyscrapers of Singapore. After two years in Ecuador, her father had been transferred once more, and for the thirteen years since then—including the four years she attended university in Wisconsin—Erika had considered Singapore her home. Now she knew Singapore would never truly be home. But the question continued to haunt her: where was home? Still refusing to dwell on that topic, her mind searched for a new show to look at. Pictures of countless scenes from other places she had visited with her family through the years appeared—the Kathmandu Valley in Nepal at the beginning of the rainy season, the monkey cup plants in the Malaysian rain forest, the Karen tribal people in the hills of northern Thailand, winter on the South Island of New Zealand, the water-derrick wells of the Hortobagy in Hungary. One after another the images flashed in her mind’s eye. Even to herself, it seemed incredible how much she had done, seen, and experienced in her first twenty-three years of life. The richness and depth of the world she knew was beyond measure—but what good did that do her today?

Finally, the other pictures ran out and Erika was left with the visions of life in Singapore that kept returning, insisting on a paramount spot in the show. Now instead of places, however, she saw people—her amazing collection of friends from her international school in Singapore: Ravi, Fatu, Sam, Kim Su, Trevor, Hilary, Mustapha, Dolores, Joe. One after another they came to her memory. How many races, nationalities, styles of dress, cultures, and religions did these friends represent? With diversity as their hallmark, who could say what was “normal”? Erika never stopped to realize that others might be surprised to know that this diversity among her friends reflected the norm rather than the exception of her life. Instead, she reminisced about how she hated parting from them each summer when her family returned to the States for vacation. (It was never America or the United States—simply “the States.”) Somehow she always felt much more like a fish out of water with her Stateside peers than she did in Singapore.

For the first time since the airplane had lifted off, a wry smile came to Erika’s face. She remembered how strange she had felt the first time her American cousins had asked her to “go cruising.” She presumed they meant some type of boat ride—like when she and her friends in Singapore rented a junk and sailed to a small island for a day of sunbathing, swimming, and picnicking. She was eager to go.

To her amazement, cruising for her cousins had nothing to do with boats and water. Instead, it meant endless driving about town with no apparent purpose. Eventually, they parked at a shopping mall and simply stood around. As far as Erika could see, it seemed their purpose was to block aisles rather than purchase any goods. What was the point? For Erika, “going home” meant something entirely different than it did for her parents. When her parents spoke of “going home,” they meant returning to the States each summer. For her, “going home” meant returning to Singapore at the end of summer. But where was home now? The nagging question returned.

Temperatures dropped inside the airplane as the short night descended. Erika stood up to get a blanket and pillow from the overhead compartment, hoping for the comfort of sleep. But would sleep ever come on this journey? Not yet. Another set of pictures pushed their way into the muddle of her mind—now with scenes of the time she left Singapore to attend university in the States.

“Don’t worry, darling. You’ll be fine. I’m sure you’ll get a wonderful roommate. You’ve always made friends so easily. I know you’ll have no trouble at all,” her parents had reassured her as she faced that transition.

But somehow it hadn’t been that easy. Fellow students would ask, “Where are you from?” At first, Erika automatically answered, “Singapore.” The universal reply was, “Really? You don’t look like it,” with the expectation of some explanation of how she was from Singapore.

Soon, Erika decided she would be from New York—where her grandparents lived. She hoped that would simplify these complicated introductions.

Eventually, as she adapted outwardly, picking up the current lingo and attire, others accepted her as one of them. By the end of her first year, however, she felt angry, confused, and depressed. How could anyone care so much about who won last week’s football game and so little about the political unrest and violence in Syria or Sudan? Didn’t they know people actually died in wars? Perhaps they never read the global news that crawled across their TV screens while supposedly erudite “news” commentators went on endlessly about the latest celebrity or local political scandal. They couldn’t comprehend her world; she couldn’t understand theirs.

As time went on, Erika found a way to cope. Once she realized most of her peers simply couldn’t relate to what her life had been, she no longer discussed it. Her relatives were happy to tell everyone she was “doing fine.” Just before graduating from university, however, she lost the last internal vestige of home. Her father was transferred back to the States and her family settled in Dayton, Ohio. For school vacations, she no longer returned to Singapore. Erika closed that chapter of her life. The pain of longing for the past was just too much.

As she stared at the rhythmic, almost hypnotic, flashing red lights on the jet’s wings, Erika continued her reflections. That chapter on Singapore didn’t stay closed for very long. When did I reopen it? Why did I reopen it?

After graduation, she had decided to get a master’s degree in history. Thinking about that now while flying somewhere over the Pacific Ocean, she wondered why she had chosen that particular field. Was I subconsciously trying to escape to a world that paralleled my own—a world that was once exciting but is now gone forever?

Who could know? All Erika knew was that her restlessness increased in graduate school, and she finally dropped out. At that point, Erika decided only a return to Singapore would stop this chronic unsettledness, this sense of always looking for something that might be just around the corner but never was. But also, she couldn’t define what she wanted. Was it to belong somewhere? Anywhere?

Although her family no longer lived in Singapore, she still had many Singaporean friends who had often invited her to stay with them. Why not live her own life overseas? Surely it would be far better to live in a place where she belonged than to wander forever in this inner limbo.

Erika went online and booked a flight to Singapore. The next step was to call one of her former classmates still living in Singapore. “Dolores, I want to come home. Can you help me find a job? I’m coming as soon as I get my visa, and I’ll need a way to support myself once I’m back.”

“That’s wonderful! I’m sure we can find some kind of job for you,” came the reply. “You can stay with me and my family until you get everything lined up.”

Erika was ecstatic! It felt so familiar, so normal to be planning a trip overseas again. She couldn’t wait to return to the world in which she so obviously belonged.

When she arrived in Singapore, her dream seemed to have come true. What airport in the world could compare to the beauty of Changi? Graceful banners hung on the walls, welcoming weary travelers in their own languages. Brilliantly colored flowers cascaded down the sides of the built-in garden beds throughout the terminals. Trees grew beside waterfalls that tumbled over rocks to a pond below. The piped-in sounds of chirping birds completed her sense of entering a garden in paradise. How could anyone not love this place?

As she walked out of the terminal, she took a deep breath. How wonderfully familiar were the smells: tropical flowers and leaded petrol fumes—what a paradox! Living, life-giving plants and dead, polluting fuel—intermingled. Was it possible her whole life was a paradox? A life full of rich experiences in totally diverse cultures and places, each experience filled with a special vibrancy that made her want to dance and celebrate the joy of life. And yet, a life in which she always felt a bit like an observer, playing the part for the current scene but forever watching to see how she was doing.

Erika quickly brushed these thoughts aside. Those times of being an outsider were gone now because she knew where she belonged—in Singapore. How wonderful finally to be home!

As the days progressed, however, life seemed less familiar. She discovered that many things she had taken for granted as a child in the expatriate business community of Singapore were no longer hers to enjoy as a young, single, foreign woman living with a Singaporean family—no maid, no expensive restaurants, no car, fewer friends. Instead, she had to wash her clothes by hand, grab cheap rice dishes from street vendors, and get around the city by walking blocks in the hot sun to take a crowded bus.

While growing up, her family might not have been classified as wealthy, but there had always been enough money for them to be comfortable and not worry about paying the bills, to take little side trips or splurge on a particularly nice outfit. Now she had to consider seriously such mundane questions as how much lunch cost and how she could pay for her barest living expenses.

Finding a job was harder than she had imagined it would be. Jobs that paid enough for her to rent a reasonably modest apartment and buy food and clothes had to be contracted with international companies before entering the country. Now she realized that was what her father had done. To make matters worse, she learned that available jobs were next to impossible for a noncitizen to get. Because the government wanted to save jobs for Singaporeans, it rarely issued a work permit for local jobs to a foreigner. Besides, the jobs for local hires that she could find would not pay enough for her to live safely, let alone well. Because a young white woman was so obvious in a cheaper rent district with higher crime rates, Erika feared she would present a far too easy target for someone bent on robbery or assault.

Here, in the world she had always thought of as home, Erika realized she was seen as a foreigner—an outsider. There was no such thing as an international passport.

The sad day came when she finally had to admit that she didn’t fit in this country either. Sitting in her friend’s tiny apartment in a world she had thought was home, despair swept over her. She was lost. The promises of big dreams seemed foolish and childish. She belonged nowhere. With a muffled sob she picked up her cell phone and called her parents.

“Mom, I can’t make it here, but I don’t know what to do. I don’t fit in Dayton, but I don’t fit here either. Somehow I seem to have grown up between two totally different worlds, and now I’ve found out I don’t belong to either one.”

With infinite sorrow this time, she made one last airline reservation, and now she was here, 40,000 feet in the air, going—home?



Erika’s story is only one of thousands we have heard from TCKs all over the world. The particulars of each tale are different, yet in a sense so many are alike. They are the stories of lives filled with rich diversity and amazing experiences but often conflicted by the underlying question of where they really fit in. What are some of the reasons for this common thread among TCKs? Who, indeed, are these TCKs and what are some of the benefits and challenges inherent in the experience they have had? How does this relate to those who have grown up among various cultures for many reasons besides moving physically or internationally? These are the questions we address in the chapters that follow.

Questions for Chapter 1
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1. Which part(s) of Erika’s story seem universal, perhaps to TCKs and non-TCKs alike?

2. Was there any particular place you felt connected to Erika’s story? Or her feelings about the moves in her life? Please explain.

3. How would you define home?

4. Is it possible to feel at home in more than one place? Please explain your answer.




CHAPTER 2
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Who Are “Third Culture Kids”?


I am fourteen years old and I speak around four or five languages. When I was younger, my father spoke German to me at home, my mother used Swiss-German, most of my international friends communicated in English, and my local friends talked to me in Albanian. Now I study French at school so I have added one more language to my life. At our dinner table in the evening, our family speaks a mixture of all of these languages. So far I have been to twenty-one countries, which are mostly in Europe but include the United States and part of Africa too.

I think technology has definitely helped me to stay in touch with my friends around the world, but for me it also can be hard when I see pictures online of some of my best TCK friends hanging out together in some place where we used to all live and know that I cannot be a part of it.

—Hannah Steets, German Swiss TCK



Hannah’s story reflects more of the amazing paradox of the TCK story. Consider all she has experienced and learned in her short fourteen years! Look at the gift technology offers her to stay in touch with her multiple worlds. And yet, despite all of that, there is a wistfulness that she can’t quite keep her worlds together as they once were.

Let’s look more deeply into who TCKs are and what this acronym means. In 1989 David Pollock defined and then described them:


A Third Culture Kid (TCK) is a person who has spent a significant part of his or her developmental years outside the parents’ culture. The TCK frequently builds relationships to all of the cultures, while not having full ownership in any. Although elements from each culture may be assimilated into the TCK’s life experience, the sense of belonging is [often] in relationship to others of similar background.1



We’ll look in detail at Dave’s basic definition first: “A Third Culture Kid (TCK) is a person who has spent a significant part of his or her developmental years outside the parents’ culture.”

“A Third Culture Kid (TCK) . . .”
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Some of the most vigorous discussions about third culture kids (TCKs) start with a debate over the “third culture” term itself. What does that mean? Many wrongly assume it is related to the term “third world,” an unfortunate misnomer itself with its roots in the Cold War.

Appendix A includes an extensive history of the progression of this term from the beginning until now and acknowledges other significant pioneers in the field. For now, a brief synopsis will do.

Ruth Hill Useem, a sociologist from Michigan State University, is considered to be the “mother of TCKs.” She coined this term in the late 1950s when she and her husband, John, went to India to study how U.S. Americans who lived and worked there as foreign service officers, missionaries, technical aid workers, businesspeople, educators, and media representatives interacted professionally with the local Indians (and vice versa) in those early postcolonial days.2 At the time, the Useems called the interaction between these two communities the “third culture.” Ruth Useem took particular interest in the children of the expatriates they were studying and called them “third culture kids” or “TCKs.” She defined them simply as “children who accompany their parents into another culture.”3

These are examples of the main groups Dr. Useem studied at this point:
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Figure 2–1: Original Third Culture Kids

©1996 Ruth E. VanReken, updated 2017

As the concept of what the Useems called an “interstitial culture” has evolved over the years, the term first culture refers to the home or passport culture of the parents, and the term second culture references the host culture to which the family has moved or in which they have lived. The term third culture then refers to a way of life that is neither like the lives of those living back in the home culture nor like the lives of those in the local community, but is a lifestyle with many common experiences shared by others living in a similar way.
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Figure 2–2: The Third Culture Model

©1996 Ruth E. Van Reken, updated 2017

When Ruth Van Reken and Dave Pollock asked Ruth Hill Useem what she thought about their slightly different way of describing the different cultures from her original studies, she replied, “Because I am a sociologist/anthropologist I think no concept is ever locked up permanently. . . . Concepts change as we get to know more; other times concepts change because what happens in the world is changing.”4

That, in itself, is an important lesson to remember as the world continues to change. In today’s world, not only is the cohort of people who accompany their parents into other cultures expanding, but also there are various permutations of this reality. How does all of this fit in?

One question people often ask is, “How can you possibly say those with such incredibly diverse cultural backgrounds and experiences can make up a ‘culture,’ when the word culture, by definition, means a group of people who have something in common?” Good question! However, those who ask it don’t realize that TCKs are actually an example of some of the changes going on in our world. In 2000, anthropology student Ximena Vidal wrote, “Third Culture Kids [are] an example of a people whose experience and cultural identity cannot be understood within the limiting [traditional] frameworks of culture.”5 She further explained that TCKs are an example of a new way to define culture that is emerging in our postmodern world. Vidal claims that culture can be what we share experientially as well as the more traditional ways we have defined it.

The question then becomes, of course, what are the shared universals of a traditional TCK experience that shape their lives in ways that transcend their family, ethnic, national, or sector background alone? These are the things we believe are part of this shared experience. First, we see two realities that arch over the TCK experience:


1. Being raised in a genuinely cross-cultural world. Instead of simply watching, studying, or analyzing other cultures, TCKs actually live in different cultural worlds as they travel back and forth between their passport and host cultures. It can include not only geographic moves by airplane, but also the changing interaction when they play with their host culture friends in the village and come home at night to a different culture/language at home. Some TCKs who have gone through multiple moves or whose parents are also in an intercultural marriage have lived in or interacted closely with four, five, six, or more cultures either sequentially or even on any given day.

2. Being raised in a highly mobile world. Mobility is normal in the third culture experience. Either the TCKs themselves, or those around them, are constantly coming or going. The people in their lives frequently change and the backdrop of physical surroundings may often fluctuate as well. Even TCKs in more stable communities can assume a change is coming for them because of what is often the fluid nature of how those around them come in and out like the ebb and flow of the tide. Interrupted relationships are the norm for many, even though they often develop an amazing ability to pick up where they left off when they meet years later.



In our first editions, we named four other common factors of the TCK experience as we observed them at that point. In reality, all four were by-products of the first two. Expected repatriation happened because the TCKs’ parents had moved temporarily for a career or further education, not as immigrants. That meant that in the end they expected to return to their home culture. Distinct differences referred to the fact that moving to a new culture often meant living where the TCK was a clear foreigner—by looks, language, or both. Privileged lifestyle referenced the perks offered by companies and organizations to those living outside the company’s home culture (a driver or household help or living in a compound), which often did not come with jobs in the home country. In addition, these expats often lived at a higher economic position than those in the host cultures. System identity was a result of studying or working overseas through the sponsorship of specific companies, foreign-service departments, religious missions, or branches of military, and the children strongly identified with those same organizations.

While we believe the first two observations of a cross-cultural lifestyle and high mobility remain virtually universal for today’s TCKs, these other four characteristics we saw of the typical TCK’s “third culture” or shared lifestyle bear a closer look to see whether they still hold true as well, or even how they might have changed. If we do that, perhaps we can further hone the essence of what it is that produces the classic characteristics of the TCK Profile and then see later which of these may or may not be shared by others raised cross-culturally in today’s changing world.


•  Expected repatriation. Unlike immigrants who usually move with the expectation of settling permanently in the new place, traditionally when third culture families go to another country because of a career, they generally expect they will be able to go “home” when that job is done. Likely this assumption remains true for many who begin their first overseas assignments and continues to shape countless decisions along the way that affect their children, such as educational choices or making efforts to learn or not learn the local language.

But it is also true that more and more families do not totally repatriate as in earlier days, for various reasons. The global economy means that some families remain as mobile expats, moving from one job and/or country to another. In the end, some find they have become “unintended immigrants” to one of those places. Changing political situations at “home” sometimes make it unfeasible for the family to return.


During a seminar in one international school in the Middle East, Ruth began talking about the challenges of reentry and one student put up his hand. “What if you don’t have a place to go back to? And other countries may not let you in?” His entire village had been burned to the ground and all those he once knew from there were either dead or scattered. He literally had no idea where he would go when he graduated from high school at the end of that semester.



There is another interesting twist in regard to repatriation that we didn’t stop to notice in our earlier editions. In the “old days,” without historical precedent to consider, parents assumed their children would repatriate with them one day. The unexpected, and growing, reality is that ATCKs often discover that once they have seen and experienced the world “out there,” they feel far more at home in that bigger world than the place and culture their parents call home. That means the historical expectation of repatriation has morphed for some into the more fluid mobility of today’s TCKs with parents, their adult children, and ultimately grandchildren often living on different continents. For example, Erika of chapter 1 finally found her sense of home and belonging when she met and married a man from a European country. They now live and raise their family in France—while her parents remain in Dayton, Ohio! In our next chapter we take a look at these experiences as well and the implications for what’s going on in our world for so many families beyond traditional labels.

Bottom line, our conclusion about whether or not “expected repatriation” is still a characteristic of the TCK experience is that although this may be the parents’ original default expectation, repatriation can no longer be presumed to be as automatic as once thought for all members of the family. This is an important awareness families should have as they make that first decision to embark on their global careers.




•  Distinct differences. In the days when Ruth Useem first identified TCKs, globalization was in its infancy. The expatriate families she studied during those colonial and neocolonial days (e.g., U.S. Americans living in India) were usually clear foreigners in their host cultures based on either appearance or language alone. While this may remain true for many TCKs (e.g., a Ghanaian family living in Russia), for others this is no longer so. With people moving back and forth among nearly every country, more TCKs are raised where they physically resemble members of the dominant local culture and blend in at first sight (e.g., a Chinese Australian family working in Shanghai). Some may grow up in places where the mixture of racial heritage and multiethnic makeup of their new city or country is so great that these TCKs can melt into the surrounding environment more easily than before because there is no particular standard look.

When we first wrote about distinct difference as a common characteristic, we said that “whether or not they blend in by appearance, TCKs often have a substantially different perspective on the world than their local peers simply because their life experiences have been different.” In today’s world, with the Internet, Facebook, Instagram, Skype, and all other forms of social media, many argue that there will be less difference in how people think and see the world, and we can agree. But we have also seen a twist here as well. Because many
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