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Why is there culture shock? 

•  Challenge to values 
•  Loss of sense of mastery 
•  Loss of identity 
•  Change in family dynamics 
•  Loss of social support 
•  Social norm confusion 
•  Loss of ability to communicate  
•  Tedium of being mis-construed 

•  Loss of majority status 
 

Crossing Cultures with Competence 



Third Culture Kids 

� Expanded worldview 

� Good observational skills 

� Ability to see two sides of 
a situation 

� Cross-cultural sensitivity 

� Comfort with diversity 

Being Different 

� Expanded worldview 

� Good observational skills 

� Ability to see two sides of a 
situation 

� Sensitivity to similar others 

� Comfort with difference 
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Point of View:  
Perspective Taking and Expatriate Living 

� “She’s not rude; from her point of view, she’s being 
direct.” 

� “He’s not unethical; from his point of view, helping his 
friend is the ethical thing to do.” 

� “She’s not passive; from her point of view, she’s 
being respectful.” 



§  Does early experience with difference 
affect adult expatriate living and the 
development of perspective taking? 
 
How does the unique TCK experience 
compare with other experiences of 
difference? 



Being Different: Early Lives and Later 
Expatriate Experience 

� On-line survey (in English) 
� 247 current (54%) or past (46%) adult expatriates 
� 85% female 
� 90% white  
� Age 19-85 (median 48) 
� Citizens of 22 countries on 5 continents 
� 38% TCKs 



When you were a child, were you (or your family) 
different from most others in your community in 
any way? How? 



When you were a child, were you (or your family) 
different from most others in your community on 
any of these dimensions? Describe.  

� Parent’s nationality 

� Your nationality 

� Language used at home 

� Region of country 

� Exposure to other cultures 

� Race/ethnicity 

� Education level 

� Parents’ marital status 

� Parent(s)’ type of work 

� Parent(s)’ work status 

� Sexual/gender identity 

� Your disability/illness 

� Sibling’s disability/illness 

� Parent’s disability/illness 

� Sibling’s death 

� Parent’s death 

� Family income 

� Political beliefs 

� Parenting values 

� Religion 

� Other 



TCK 
38% 

Different but 
not TCK 

37% 

[CATEGORY 
NAME] 

[PERCENTAGE] 



What words/phrases would you have used to 
describe how you felt about this difference WHEN 
YOU WERE A CHILD? NOW? 



Which of the following words/phrases would you 
have used to describe how you felt about this 
difference WHEN YOU WERE A CHILD? NOW? 

� Proud 

� Happy 

� Sad 

� Special 

� Angry 

� Worried 

� Lucky 

� Embarrassed/ashamed 

�  Inferior 

� Superior 

� Excluded/left out from majority 

� Connected to others who shared difference 

� Neither positive nor negative; it was what it was 

� Other 



Positive and negative emotions 
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Early Experience 

� # childhood 
differences 

� # type of 
childhood 
difference 

� emotional 
reaction 



Adult Expatriate Experience 

�  INTEGRATION into adult expatriate community 

�  DIFFICULTY living in new culture as adult expat 

�  general SATISFACTION with life in current host   
 country  

�  current MENTAL HEALTH 



Self-reflection on current impact of 
childhood experience 

� Now please describe any ways you believe this 
experience with difference may have affected 
your later interactions in new situations living in a 
new culture and/or working with people from 
other cultures.  

� [for Monocultural group:] Describe any ways you 
believe this majority experience may have 
affected your later interactions in new situations… 



Early Experience     Adult Expat Life 

�  Integration into Culture 

�  Difficulty 

�  Satisfaction 

�  Mental Health 

�  Self-reflection on impact  
 of difference 

� # childhood 
differences 

� # type of 
childhood 
difference 

� Emotional 
reaction 



Do TCKs have unique skills?  

� TCKs vs. Everyone else 

� TCKs vs. Monocultural group vs. Different but not TCK 



Number of Childhood Differences 
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Which childhood differences were more common for 
TCKs than the Different-not-TCK group? 

TCKs MORE DIFFERENT FROM CHILDHOOD 
COMMUNITY THAN DIFF-NOT-TCK GROUP   
Parent’s nationality 
Your nationality 
Home language 
Region of country 
Race/ethnicity 
Education 
Parent’s type of work 
Your own work status 
Family income 
Parenting values 

NO DIFFERENCE 
Religion 
Parent’s work status 
Political beliefs 
Parent’s marital status 
Gender identity 
Parent’s death 
Parent’s disability/illness 
Sibling’s death 
Sibling’s disability/illness 
Own disability/illness 



TCKs vs. Everyone Else 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 

TCK Everyone Else 

Integration Total 

p<.05 



Which of the following are true for you? 
INTEGRATION – Sample items 

� I learned to cook a new dish from my host country (HC). 

� I got most of my news from a HC source. 

� I celebrated at least one local holiday that we don’t have at home. 

� I dressed in a different style than I do at home. 

� I made at least one close friend who was from my HC. 
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� I got most of my news from a HC source. 

� I celebrated at least one local holiday that we don’t have at home. 
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TCKs vs. Everyone Else 

0.0 

0.5 

1.0 

1.5 

2.0 

TCK Everyone Else 

Integration –  
Host Country Friends and Dress 

p<.015 



TCKs vs. Monocultural vs.  
Different-but-Not-TCK 

1 
2 
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4 
5 
6 

TCK Monocultural Different-not-TCK 

Integration Total 

p<.07 – trend toward statistical significance 
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Expatriate Friendship 



“Women’s adjustment was not a function of the 
nationality of their social support networks. That is, 
women were just as likely to show good adjustment 
[and low stress and difficulty] if most of their friends 
were from their own country, the host country or 
some third nationality.” 

 
                                           - Many Women Many Voices, 2004 



TCKs were more likely to make a host-country 
friend as an adult, but did NOT differ from other 
groups in… 

� Whether they made a friend of any nationality 

� Level of difficulty they reported in ‘making friends’ 



And, across groups, whether people made a 
host-national friend was UNRELATED to: 

� Making friends (of any nationality) 

� Difficulty meeting neighbors 

� Nationality of children’s friends 

� Satisfaction with adult expatriate living 

� Mental health 





TCKs vs. Different-but-not-TCKs 

0.0 
0.5 
1.0 
1.5 
2.0 
2.5 

TCK Different-not-TCK 

Positive Emotions about Differences – as a Child 

p<.001
  



TCKs vs. Different-but-not-TCKs 

0.0 
0.5 
1.0 
1.5 
2.0 
2.5 

TCK Different-not-TCK 

Positive Emotions about Differences – Now 

p<.001
  



TCKs were ___ likely to report feeling 
___ as a child than Different-not-TCKs 

MORE 

� Happy 

� Special 

� Lucky 

� Superior 

� Connected to those who shared 

� Neither positive nor negative 

LESS 

� Embarrassed/ashamed 

� Left out/excluded 



TCKs were ___ likely to report feeling 
___ now than Different-not-TCKs 

MORE 

� Proud 

� Happy 

� Special 

� Lucky 

� Connected to those who shared 

LESS 

� Embarrassed/ashamed 

� Neither positive nor negative 



Emotions predict outcome better than # and type 
of differences 

�  Those with more positive emotions about their 
childhood experience of difference: 
� More integration into expatriate culture as adult 

� Fewer difficulties adjusting into expatriate culture as adult 



Emotions predict outcome better than # and type 
of differences 

�  Those with more negative emotions about their 
childhood experience of difference: 
�  Poorer mental health now 

�  Lower levels of satisfaction with adult expatriate experience  

�  BUT more integration into expatriate culture as adult 





 
   #negative emotions now 
–  
   #negative emotions as a child 

High – “It really upsets me now, although I didn’t mind it so  
            much as a child”  (6-1 = 5) 

Low – “Now I see it as growth-producing but it sure was  
            hard back then”  (1-6 = -5) 

The lower this Change score, the more integrated into the 
adult expatriate life people felt. 





TCKs vs. Monocultural vs.  
Different-but-Not-TCK 

1.0 

2.0 

3.0 

4.0 

5.0 

TCK Monocultural Different-not-TCK 

Mental Health Inventory 

p<.001
  



Those with higher/better mental health scores 
had less difficulty ___ in adult expatriate living: 

� making themselves understood 

� with the pace of life 

� finding their way around 

� understanding cultural differences 
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TCKs vs. Everyone Else 
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TCKs vs. Monocultural vs.  
Different-but-Not-TCK 

0.0 

0.5 

1.0 

1.5 

2.0 

TCK Monocultural Different-not-TCK 

Difficulty Communicating Across Different Points of View 

p<.10 – trend towards statistical significance
  





“Perspective Taking” sample items 

� Decided that host country way of doing something is preferable to 
the way I was used to 

 

� Less difficulty: 
�  Seeing things from the locals’ point of view 

�  Being able to see two sides of an intercultural issue 

� Communicating with people from another culture 

�  Understanding local politics 

�  Understanding cultural differences 



Those who were better at 
“perspective taking”… 

� Had experienced more childhood differences 

� Were more satisfied with their adult expatriate 
experience 

� Had more positive emotions when reflecting back 
about their childhood differences 



Reflections on the Impact of their 
Childhood Experience:  

 
Monoculturals 



� “I lived in the same house for my whole childhood 
and felt that the root it provided meant I would 
always know where home was (and I could retreat 
there if things went wrong) when I lived abroad.” 

46-year-old Welsh woman 



� “Growing up in a homogeneous community gave me 
a strong sense of belonging, which made me stronger 
and self-confident.” 

54-year-old Italian woman 



� “I grew up in a fairly homogeneous suburban 
community, and because I found that boring, I was 
very interested in people from other cultures, 
ethnicities, and countries.  I eagerly embraced the 
unfamiliar.” 

65-year-old American woman 



� “Initially, I think my majority experience gave me a false sense of 
confidence (dare I say, arrogance). Though I was uncomfortable 
navigating a new culture (China), my majority experience was 
empowering, particularly because the local people welcomed me, 
respected me and looked up to me as a white American. Rather 
than feeling like a minority in China, I was more often than not 
treated like I had "power." This dynamic unconsciously limited my 
interest in learning about others, but as I matured and developed a 
bit more humility and deference, I became more aware of the 
power dynamics and my interest in learning about "the other" 
grew.” 34-year-old American man 



Reflections on the Impact of their 
Childhood Experience:  

 
TCKs 



TCK Reflections Matched Predictions 

� Personal relationship strain 
� Bystander observation skills 
� Human compassion  
� Linguistic skills 
� Cultural adventurousness 
� Intercultural transition ease 
� Career choice 
� Comfort in the ‘tribe’ 



Finding a Tribe 

� “I love learning about differences wherever I am. I 
love to try new foods. I love to try to learn the 
language wherever I am… I feel at home in any 
international community it seems, particularly "expat" 
groups in any place I go.” 

71-year-old white US American woman, TCK in Nigeria 



Finding a Tribe 

� “Living abroad during the start of the Gulf War was 
difficult at times and I often felt torn between pride in my 
father's job and embarrassment about what he and the 
American army was doing. As an adult, I look back on 
that and say with pride that I am an Army Brat and that I 
endured some difficult times in defending who I was.” 

40-year-old white US American woman, TCK in Germany 





Perspective taking 

� “It was probably good to learn that people might not 
share my views at an early age instead of later in life. I 
probably learned I had better listen to what other 
people thought about things instead of just supposing 
they thought like I did.” 

 

66-year-old white US American woman, father in military, TCK in Hawaii 



Perspective taking 

� “My "Britishness“…in a small, rural Canadian town, and 
when I started school, was distressing to me at the time, 
but ultimately I believe that I developed a much finer 
sense of empathy for others than many people who "fit 
in" immediately do…I do profoundly believe that it 
made me more able to "put myself in others shoes."” 

 
50-year-old white British woman, TCK in Canada 



Perspective taking 

� “I automatically look at things from many angles at 
once and hold many options in my head 
simultaneously rather than needing to come to a 
single conclusion. Openness, flexibility, and non-rigidity 
have been especially important in terms of thinking 
about gender and sexuality.” 

32-year-old white Canadian female/gender-nonconforming, 
TCK in Hong Kong, Czech Republic, France, USA 



Included 
Perspective-

Taking 
TCKs 24% 

Different-not-TCKs 18% 

Monocultural 13% 

not statistically different 



Perspective-taking - Monocultural 

� “I am an introverted person and always felt a bit 
uneasy socially, so I learned to watch other people as 
a child to observe their behavior and try to 
understand their underlying motivation.” 

44-year-old white US American woman 



Reflections on the Impact of their 
Childhood Experience:  

 
Different-but-not-TCKs 



Perspective taking 

� “That one year [living in the US south] was only one of 
several experiences in the US of feeling like an alien in 
my own country as we moved all around the South while 
I was a child.  I learned 3 different sets of rules for 
hopscotch in 3 different states--and each time the girls 
there insisted their rules were the God-given rules.  This 
made me aware of prejudice at a young age.” 

66-year-old white US American woman, 
 moved to different US regions with military father 



Perspective taking 

� “I was very sensitive to the moods of my grieving 
parents growing up, and I feel I have carried that 
empathy with me into adulthood. It helps me get right 
to the heart of someone quickly without a lot of small 
talk.” 

60-year-old white US American woman,  
sister died as a small child 



Perspective taking 

� “It might have made me more aware of the fact that 
not everybody has the same knowledge in their head 
and that everybody has their own 'normal'.” 

30-year-old white Dutch woman,  
moved from east to middle Netherlands with different dialect 





� TCKs’ strengths, while not unique, do help them 
take the perspective of others, make friends with 
locals and integrate well into new cultures as 
adults. 
� The Different-not-TCK group tended in the same direction, with 

similar perspective-taking skills. 



� Monoculturals benefit from their majority 
backgrounds in a way that leads to better mental 
health as adult expatriates. 



� How one feels about early childhood difference is 
more predictive of adult outcome than the actual 
childhood experiences themselves. 
� Even when the valence is negative as a child, adult re-framing 

can lead to high levels of integration into a new culture. 



� Those who experience more childhood difference, 
and who view these differences more positively, 
are better at perspective-taking. 
� Good perspective takers are more satisfied with their adult 

expatriate experience.  



Amaryllis Fox,  
former CIA counterterrorism officer 

“The only real way to disarm 
your enemy is to listen to 
them. If you hear them out, 
if you’re brave enough to 
really listen to their story, 
you can see that more often 
than not, you might have 
made some of the same 
choices if you’d lived their 
life instead of yours.” 



My country’s skies are bluer than the ocean, 
And sunlight beams on cloverleaf and pine; 
 
But other lands have sunlight too, and clover, 
And skies are everywhere as blue as mine, 
 
Oh hear my song, guardian of all the nations, 
A song of peace for their land and for mine. 
                                                                               - Lloyd Stone 



For further details: 
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www.interchangeinstitute.org 


