


Who are Third Culture Kids? 

Known by many names1, Third Culture Kids 
(TCKs) are individuals who have spent a 
significant proportion of their childhood 
overseas, outside of their parents’ home 
culture2. Former U.S. president Barack 
Obama is the most recent and famous ex-
ample3–5. Born in Hawaii to parents of 
American and Kenyan heritage, Obama 
spent four years of his childhood in In-
donesia where he attended a local public 
school and became fluent in the native lan-
guage. Today, one of his most noteworthy 
traits include his seamless ability to inter-
act and connect with people of different 
backgrounds and cultures6, 7 from all walks 
of life. The children of refugees, mission-





ary families, military personnel and in-
ternational employees to name a few8, 
TCKs are ever growing in number9. As a 
group they have come to represent the 
overlapping and the coming together of 
many different cultures, challenging us in 
making room for new and expanding cross-
cultural perspectives. 

What does cross-cultural mean? 

Commonly used to describe the unique ex-
periences of TCKs, the term cross-cultural 
can be understood as the overlapping and 
coming together of many different cultures. 
With international ties strengthening and 
globalization on the rise, more and more 
families are finding new work opportuni-
ties abroad, causing children to grow up 



overseas at a higher rate now more than 
ever10. In making room for Third Culture 
Kids, we’re opening up more opportunities 
to celebrate new and diverse cross-cultural 
perspectives!     

Challenges of the Hidden Immigrant 

Along with a fair share of benefits includ-
ing proficiency in multiple languages, high 
adaptability, and a global perspective11, as a 
group TCKs also suffer from their own set 
of unique challenges and risks12. Often de-
scribed as having a “hidden immigrant” ex-
perience, the issues they face easily go un-
noticed13. As a growing demographic in our 
society, it is important that as adults these 
individuals are provided with the space and 
the resources they need to understand who 





they are and how they can play a role in 
their many different environments14.  

Managing a World of Distress & Grief 

A childhood of constant moves and new be-
ginnings can mean a series of constant 
goodbyes, one after the other, making for a 
world of distress and grief15 that can be 
hard to process as adults. Having missed 
out on many significant cultural events in 
their time abroad, adult TCKs can often feel 
like foreigners when returning to their own 
native country16. To address this, several 
studies have arisen to help provide cultural-
ly sensitive counseling and therapy for 
adults suffering from feelings of  



Common Issues of TCKs 

Issues coping with emotional distress and grief 

Issues developing a sense of belonging & identity 

Feelings of detachment and rootlessness 

Trouble maintaining close relationships 

Trouble settling down in one place 

Problems relating to family and friends of a 
different background 





rootlessness, grief and little sense of be-
longing17, 18. 

Feelings of Detachment & Rootlessness 

Having to inhabit a wide span of different 
environments and places19, TCKs are often 
never able to fully immerse themselves into 
any single community. Many times into 
adulthood the choice to keep staying on the 
move becomes easier than facing the strug-
gle that comes with learning to put down 
firm roots20. For this reason, many have 
founded online groups21 centering on giv-
ing TCKs the platforms they need to con-
nect with others who share similar experi-
ences. These spaces address a wide variety 
of different topics such as applying for 
visas, attending university, and more.  



Are you a Third Culture Kid? 

Here are a few tell-tale signs: 

You grew up outside your parents' home culture 

You lived in many different countries as a child 

You have trouble answering the question, 
"Where are you from?" 

You often have had to leave many family and 
friends behind 

You have made friends from all around the globe 



Migration as a Series of Losses & Changes 

Recently, a growing number of research be-
tween Latin America and Europe confirms 
the very real effects that migration has on 
one’s health22. Rather than a journey to a 
destination, migration can be better under-
stood as a continual process of adapting to 
a series of changes that occur before, dur-
ing and after migrating23. Known as migra-
tory stress, this ongoing process may in-
clude struggles such as keeping in touch 
with family and friends or learning a new 
language and culture. As migratory condi-
tions become increasingly more danger-
ous24—in an age of militarized borders, ris-
ing xenophobia and unfair immigration 
policies—the advantages of certain Third 





Culture childhoods25 celebrate the benefits 
migration can have with the safe travel 
conditions provided by a supportive state 
infrastructure. In their complex narratives 
of stress, belonging and identity Third Cul-
ture Kids reveal crossroads26–28 to a variety 
of broader cross-cultural childhoods and 
immigrant issues. 
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