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Third Culture Kids is a term coined by US sociologist 
Ruth Hill Useem in the 1950s, then referring to children 
who spend their formative years in places that are not 
their parents’ homeland. Globalisation has made TCKs 
more common.

Mostly, they are children of expatriate workers, but 
they can come from transnational marriages, or — as is 
increasingly common in Asia — attend an international 
school in their home country. TCKs often develop an 
identity that’s rooted in people rather than places.

TCK
Third Culture Kid
1. people raised in a culture 

other than their parents' or 
the culture of the country 
named on their passport 
(where they are legally 
considered native) for a 
significant part of their early 
development years.

2. someone who has spent 
a good chunk of their 
developmental years in 
cultures other than their 
national or ethnic groups



Culture 1 Culture 2

you?

is this a tck? or this?

the bridge

3rd Culture



ethnicity 
/ɛθˈnɪsɪti/ 
noun
the fact or state of belonging to a social group that has a 
common national or cultural tradition.

nationality 
/naʃəˈnalɪti/ 
noun
1. the status of belonging to a particular nation 

similar: citizenship (the right to hold a passport)
2. an ethnic group forming a part of political nations. 

similar: ethnic group, tribe, clan, race, nation

transnational 
/tranzˈnaʃ(ə)n(ə)l
adjective 
extending or operating across national 
boundaries."transnational advertising agencies"
noun 
a multinational company.

[Days Half Remembered]

Grief is a clock turned into a cloud 
turned into a ruin at the outskirts 
of my memory / what lesson did i 
learn after staying alive for this long 
/ probably none / probably one / I can 
hold all goodbyes in a clenched fist / 
I can hold what is to leave my heart / 
yes, like that / so much of you resides 
in my forgetfulness / one day our 
moon will eclipse in a sky far from 
this city / & I will not be there to see it 

– Noor Unnahar



With mounting globalisation, and 
workers jumping between countries, 
where do expat kids call home?

When children come to the end of 
their time at Garden International 
School in Kuala Lumpur, they 
receive a leaving kit. Inside: a sour 
sweet, a length of ribbon, a paper 
clip, a sponge and a rubber band. 
The items were chosen to prompt 
what leaving means — bittersweet 
emotions, tying up loose ends, and 
making memories. Every departing 
child is also recognised during 
school assembly.

A 2011 online survey by Denizen, a 
publication targeting TCKs, found 
most of the 200 participants made 
their first move before the age of 
nine and had lived in an average of 
four countries.  Most had degrees — 
30% had a postgraduate qualification 
— and 85% spoke two or more 
languages. Those attributes help 
make TCKs attractive to employers.

Their new schools didn’t have the 
transition support programmes 
found in international schools, and 
her children couldn’t talk about 
their experiences without their new 
classmates perceiving them to be 
showing off.

“Sorry I don’t speak [insert language here]” 



“Wait you can understand us?!”

“Where are you from?”
please don’t ask me please don’t ask me 
please don’t ask me please don’t ask me
What do you mean? Where have I lived? Where 
my parents are from? Where their parents 
are from? Did my country even exist as it 
was back then? Do you want to talk about 
colonialism and village medicine or a tiny 
Caribbean nation my ancestors never heard of 
but where my father grew up and each of his 
classmates wrote him a farewell message in a 
little book hidden in the attic of a house on 
the opposite side of the globe lost to time. 
5 year olds from decades ago forever saying 
goodbye goodbye goodbye we’ll miss you and 
we’ll never see you again.
If we forget each other did we know each 
other at all?

“When was that?”
“I’m not sure 
but it was 3 
countries ago”



Where Haven’t I Been Yet?  
by Paul Kennedy 

You can look at me and say, “Ok this is a middle aged man who grew up in 

Nebraska and never left to travel until he was 52. You would be so wrong. (I 

have yet to visit the state.)

You wouldn’t be able to tell where I come from by peeking in my 

refrigerator, because the food I eat is as eclectic as the small knick knacks I 

have around the house.

I could surprise you with how well I can swear in so many languages.

I use chopsticks well, I eat adobo like a Filipino with a fork in my left and a 

spoon in my right.

Folding things is done in the Japanese mode of corner first.

Trying to question me about where I went to school would only confuse 

you. I was educated on three continents.

I wasn’t born in the country my parents were. I suppose people are upset I 

don’t speak the language of my birth, but with whom would I speak it? So 

my passport tells an improbable tale of birth, country of origin and address 

of emergency contact.

And then comes the tricky part, the question I try to avoid because it just 

doesn’t apply: “Where do you call home?”

I could say Alaska or Guam as they were the longest places I’ve lived outside 

of Tokyo, but then I would be ignoring all my life forging experiences in 

Germany, France, the UK and all the little places for short times I lived.

You ask me where I come from. Perhaps you should ask me, “where 
haven’t I been yet?”

When Nowhere is Foreign

We are the Transit Loungers, 
forever heading to the Departure Gate, 
forever orbiting the world.

We enjoy our habits duty-free, 
we eat our food on plastic plates, 
we watch the world behind rented headphones.

We pass through countries, like 
revolving doors, 
denizen aliens of the world, 
permanent residents of nowhere.

Very few things are strange to us, 
and nowhere is foreign. 
We are visitors even in our own homes.

– Tasnim Zarrin Sabbir



culture
/ˈkʌltʃə/
noun
1. the arts and other manifestations of human intellectual 

achievement regarded collectively. 
Similar: the arts, the humanities, intellectual 
achievement(s), literature, music, painting, philosophy

2. the ideas, customs, and social behaviour of a particular 
people or society.

culture shock
noun
the feeling of disorientation experienced by someone when 
they are suddenly subjected to an unfamiliar culture, way of 
life, or set of attitudes.

reverse culture shock 
noun
the emotional and psychological distress suffered by 
some people when they return home after a number of 
years overseas. This can result in unexpected difficulty in 
readjusting to the culture and values of the home country, 
now that the previously familiar has become unfamiliar.

The longest and saddest goodbyes 
in the UAE take place in the 
summer. The end of a school year 
is often an opportune time for 
foreign residents to return home.

This return is often accompanied 
by a reverse culture shock. This is 
when the returnee has difficulty 
making cultural adaptations and 
psychological adjustments to the 
new reality of the home culture,  
a place they might only have 
visited infrequently, for a few 
weeks at a time.

The research exploring culture 
shock and reverse culture 
shock often describes people 
experiencing high levels of 
stress, loneliness, depression and 
anxiety. Returnee TCKs frequently 
report feeling like they don’t 
belong, experiencing a sense of 
restlessness and alienation within 
their so-called home nation. 
Dissatisfaction is exacerbated by 
high expectations and some TCKs 
have overly rosy imaginings 
about the motherland.

This, of course, is not the whole 
story. TCKs are not doomed 
to be awkward characters, 
melancholic misfits languishing 
at the fringes of society. The 
international experience of being 

a third culture kid has many 
potentially powerful positives.

They are reported to be good 
mediators, highly flexible, mature 
beyond their years, open-
minded, curious, cross-culturally 
competent and have a three-
dimensional world view. This last 
quality relates to seeing the world 
as a global entity populated by 
individuals with the same basic 
human needs and frailties.

As some of our societies appear to 
be lurching toward the far right, 
becoming less tolerant and more 
insular, TCKs might just be an 
important part of the antidote.



Estimates suggest 

FOUR 
MILLION 
GLOBALLY

Globalisation has meant that international careers have become 
commonplace so the number of TCKs in increasing.

According to the latest CIA World 
Factbook, the UAE has one of the 
highest foreigner-to-citizen ratios 
in the world and is therefore host 
to many TCKs. So what can we do 
to ensure they are well-equipped 
for their re-entry into the culture 
of their homeland?

Many workplaces in the UAE have 
an orientation for new arrivals 
designed to help raise awareness 
about sociocultural dos and don’ts 
of everyday life. Perhaps more 
schools, colleges and organisations 
need to do something similar on 
exit too?

The UAE new ruling on residency 
visas will be helpful. Having 
parents on a 10-year visa provides 
greater stability and might 
offset some of the negative 
consequences of being a TCK.

For example, TCKs are often 
impacted by the grief associated 
with frequently losing friends. At 
the end of each school year, they 
say goodbye forever to a sizeable 
portion of their classmates and 
perhaps even a best friend or two.

Equally, the new 10-year visa 
aimed at exceptional students 
looks like a great way for the UAE 
to benefit more from the highly 

desirable third culture talent that 
it helps to produce. That can only 
be to the benefit of the country – 
and its multicultural generation.

Justin Thomas
June 18, 2018



How to Travel Light 
by the-false-azure

“Where did you learn,” she asks, 
“to travel so light?” 
as I slide the small slim suitcase 
into the overhead compartment.

And I think, for a minute, 
of how to explain 
a life lived in loops 
between Dulles and Heathrow.

I can still remember 
(although it seems so long ago) 
that first transatlantic flight, 
when I was eight years old and 
dragged half my life along.

And now I am twenty 
and this route is comfortably worn 
and I carry a small suitcase 
because my baggage is no longer physical.

I bring with me 
a British-American 
Cantabrigian-Washingtonian 
colo(u)rful confusion of cultures 
that is difficult to describe on the ground.

But here in the air, 
(in this space in between) 
I do not have to explain each piece of myself 
and I fold up my identity 
and for seven hours I am 
as light as the bag I have packed.



Never knowing how long someone would be around 

before leaving for another city was like having a 

proverbial friendship Expiry Date Elephant following 

us from room to room. Goodbyes became harder each 

time and eventually, I would hold these whirlwind 

friendships at arm’s length in an attempt to lessen the 

blow. It was an unspoken understanding between us.

Make no mistake, these were not fake friendships to 

help the time pass. These friendships grew deep roots, 

fertilized by the urgency of time and flourishing at such 

a rate that you couldn’t help but guard yourself against 

their impending expirations.

This particular friendship, however, was not quite like 

what I’ve just described. Although we became friends 

quickly, the Expiry Date Elephant was non-existent as I 

was ‘home’ with no plans to relocate in the foreseeable 

future. Yet my arm, out of habit, was ready and in 

place to ensure a safe and comfortable distance was 

maintained. To someone who had the luxury of time 

and grew up making friends with the expectation that 

friendships will continue to grow closer as the years 

move on, my guardedness during unexpected moments 

after many years of friendship, became frustrating.

It took me a while to get used to the idea of being in 

one place for an extended amount of time and that I 

would not have to say goodbye to others so quickly. 

It has also been tough trying to anticipate my retreat 

before it happens. Although I’m not quite there yet 

(especially as I have just moved to another city after 13 

years in Perth and had to say goodbye to many) I am 

better now at letting people into the inner layers of the 

onion that is me.

Inner Onion Layers
by Steph Courtis

A few years ago, I left a conversation I was 

having with a close friend feeling a little put 

out. I noticed a flicker of frustration cross 

her face as we were talking and inside I 

knew what I had just done.

As a TCK, moving from one city to another, 

I developed the ability to make friends 

quickly. Because of the transitory nature of 

our lives, we did not have the luxury that 

time offered typical friendships to evolve 

and grow organically. 



adolescence
/adəˈlɛs(ə)ns/
noun
the period following the onset of puberty during which 
a young person develops from a child into an adult.

Being out of step with those around them is especially noticeable– 
and painful – in the late teens and  twenties, when choice of mate, 
occupation, and lifestyle are being worked out. Some young adult TCKs 
strike their close peers, parents, and counselors as being self-centered 
adolescents, as having champagne tastes on beer incomes (or no 
incomes), as not being able to make up their minds about what they 
want to do with their lives, where they want to live, and whether or not 
they want to "settle down, get married, and have children." They have 
what some call prolonged adolescence.

The majority of our adult TCKs report mild to severe difficulties with 
what have been called  "reentry  problems" or "reverse culture  shock." 
Throughout  their lifetimes there are subtle differences between them 
and the generation that came into adulthood in the same historical 
period. Not being like their peers is usually of great import to them in 
their late teens and twenties, but its centrality decreases as they grow 
older. 

The answer to the question of how long it takes them to adjust to settled 
life is: they never adjust. 

They adapt, they find niches, they take risks, they fail  and  pick 
themselves  up  again. They succeed in  jobs  they  have created to fit 
their particular talents, they locate friends with whom they can share 
some of their interests, but they resist being encapsulated. They are 
loners without being particularly lonely. Their camouflaged exteriors 
and understated ways of presenting themselves hide rich inner lives, 
remarkable talents, and, often, strongly held contradictory opinions on 
the world at large and the world at hand. 



If Change Were a Person … 
by Lauren Wells

The word “change” used to make me cringe. In counseling when I was 
14 years old, I remember completing a form and that awful word filled 
nearly every blank.

What is your biggest fear?  
Change  

What do you dislike the most?  
Change  

What has been the hardest experience in your life thus far?  
Change

This counseling session happened after a sudden move from Africa back 
to the US. We were given one week’s notice to pack our bags, leave the 
country, and go directly to a live-in counseling center where we would 
stay for 3 months.

I didn’t have the opportunity to say goodbye to many people in our 
African village, nor did I realize the enormity of what was taking place. It 
would be 10 years before I would ever go back to that town and see those 
people again. 

We remained in the United States for the following year and during 
that time lived out of a suitcase in 18 different houses. The following 
two years followed a similar pattern: changing schools, moving back to 
a different city in Africa, moving back to a different state in America. At 
that point in my life, nearly all of the changes were out of my control, 
unexpected, unwelcome, and incredibly unenjoyable. 

If Change were a person, I’d almost feel bad for it. Poor thing took the 
blame for all of my struggles. But, when you frequently shift between 

continents, schools, friends, houses, and just about everything, it 
becomes almost essential to find something to blame for the gut 
wrenching achiness that seems to always be looming. It seemed 
reasonable to pin it on Change — better than blaming my parents, their 
work, or God.

I remember my teenage self telling someone that my ideal life would be 
one that stayed the same forever. One house, one city, kids who attend 
one school their whole lives. Maybe if Change were absent, life would 
hurt less. 

Turns out, that’s not really how it works.

Turns out, many TCKs grow to need change, to crave change, to even 
subconsciously yearn for change. I was certain that would never be me, 
and that Change was only working against me.

Turns out, I was wrong.

In adulthood, my greatest enemy became my friend. My comfort zone. 
Now, my answers on that form would look more like this:

What is your biggest fear? 
Being stuck in one place for forever  

What do you dislike the most?  
Going months without traveling

What has been the hardest experience in your life thus far?  
Learning to settle into one place

Funny how life works.

It is because of Change that I grew into the person that I am; that I had 
so many incredible experiences. It is because of Change that I want 
my kids to experience the abundant, hard, wonderful, challenging, 



confusing, incredible life of being a TCK. It is because of Change that I 
am able to truly empathize with the TCKs I work with. It is because of 
Change that I am learning the art of being able to move and adapt and 
also to settle in one place for a while.  

Those hard years, characterized by Change, were some of the most 
growth-filled and defining years of my life. Through an older (and 
hopefully wiser) lens, I now see how critical that season was for my 
future to beautifully unfold the way that it has.

So, if Change were a person, we would shake hands and exchange a 
small, knowing smile — one mixed with apology and gratitude. Mine 
silently saying, “I’m sorry I blamed you for everything. You really are one 
of the best things that ever happened to me.” and Change’s saying, “I’m 
sorry it had to hurt so bad. I’m glad you see now the good that I knew 
would come from it.”

Change, you aren’t so bad after all. I’m glad we’re friends. 
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