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Abstract  

Due to their cross-cultural lifestyle, adolescent Third-Culture Kids have unique 

developmental needs, namely, integrating their various cultural identities and building a sense 

of belonging wherever they live. The present study aimed to assess the effects of group 

counselling on the multicultural identity and sense of belonging of adolescent TCKs in a 

Chiang Mai international school setting. A group counselling programme was designed to help 

the members to explore their cross-cultural experiences and develop a more integrated cultural 

identity and a stronger sense of belonging. Using a quasi-experimental pre-test/post-test 

treatment-control group design, participants (N = 18) were randomly assigned to either the 

experimental group or the control group and participated in a school-based group counselling 

programme consisting of 10 sessions, each lasting 50 minutes. Data were analysed using 

descriptive statistics, dependent t-test, and independent t-test. Results of the statistical analyses 

following the group counselling intervention showed a trend towards significance between the 

pre-test and post-test identity integration scores, as well as an almost significant difference 

between the pre-test and post-test sense of belonging scores of the experimental group.  

In addition, compared to the control group, the experimental group showed a significantly 

higher integration score and a sense of belonging score, which trended towards significance 

following the group counselling intervention. These findings offer promise for the development 

of school-based group counselling interventions designed to help adolescent TCKs to integrate 

their cultural identities and increase their sense of belonging. However, practical steps should 

be taken to increase the effectiveness of such interventions, and further research is needed.  

Keywords: Group counselling; Multicultural identity; Sense of belonging; Adolescent Third 

Culture Kids 
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Introduction 

Third Culture Kids (TCKs) are children and adolescents who have lived and grown 

up in multiple countries for a significant period of time. The term “Third Culture Kids” was 

first coined in the late 1950s by the US sociologist and anthropologist Ruth Useem. Originally, 

TCKs were children of missionaries, diplomats, military personnel, or corporate employees 

working overseas (Pollock et al., 2017).  

More recently, as a result of globalisation, we live in an interconnected world and 

benefit from the Internet, global communication, easy international travel, and opportunities 

for international careers (Bochner, 2006). Consequently, the profile of TCKs is evolving.  

This population now includes students who move internationally to have a better life—for 

example, a Chinese child who comes to Thailand with their stay-at-home mother whilst their 

father works back home, or a teenage Korean national who is sent by their parents to study at 

an international school to improve their English skills. Globalisation also accounts for the 

increased number of international schools and TCKs worldwide (Bochner, 2006; Pollock et al., 

2017). According to the ISC Research group (2020), there was a 343% increase in the number 

of international schools between 2000 and 2020, and a 587% increase in the number of 

international students globally from 2000 to 2019. Eastern Asia is the second largest sub-region 

for international schools, and data from Thailand’s Office of the Private Education Commission 

(2019) show that the number of students enrolled in international schools almost doubled 

between 2015 and 2019. In light of these figures, it is likely that a cross-cultural lifestyle will 

eventually become the norm. It is therefore important to recognise that the more we understand 

this growing multicultural TCK population and their developmental challenges, the more  

we can support their growth and anticipate the challenges many more may face in future.  

Most empirical work on TCK populations has focused on adult TCKs who are 

Caucasian US citizens. This not only neglects TCKs from other racial, ethnic, and national 

backgrounds—who are increasing in number—but also overlooks the benefits of studying 

younger TCKs during their developmental years as they navigate acculturation challenges.  

This study is therefore grounded in the premise that adolescent TCKs living in Asia are an 

understudied population deserving of greater scholarly attention and intervention.  

‘TCK’ is more than a definition—it is an experience that significantly impacts human 

development. The third culture is neither the home culture nor the host culture; it represents 

the shared experience of cross-cultural living (Pollock et al., 2017). TCKs constitute a unique 
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population with specific experiences and developmental needs. Since they spend some of their 

formative years in changing sociocultural environments, they must cope with the 

developmental process of acculturation (Oppedal, 2006), which impacts their sense of 

multicultural identity and belonging. 

Being an adolescent TCK presents its own set of developmental challenges. Like all 

adolescents, they must contend with significant physical, emotional, and cognitive changes, 

form a coherent sense of identity, and fit in with their peers as they become more autonomous 

(Hazen et al., 2008; Erikson, 1968). However, unlike their monocultural peers, adolescent 

TCKs must undergo the process of acculturation each time they move to a new cultural 

environment. This affects their emotions, cognition, and behaviour. Acculturation fosters some 

level of cultural competence and internalisation (Huynh et al., 2018), and plays a crucial role 

in how adolescent TCKs negotiate their multicultural identity—which in turn affects their long-

term adaptation (Berry, 2006; Oppedal, 2006). Evidence shows that the way multicultural 

individuals manage their cultural identities can predict psychological well-being. Specifically, 

the more integrated their cultural identities, the more successful their adaptation (Berry, 2006), 

and the greater their well-being (Huynh et al., 2018). Moving to a new country—or undergoing 

a cross-cultural transition—can cause acculturative stress (Berry, 2006). The different cultures 

to which TCKs are exposed may sometimes appear contradictory, and their sense of 

multicultural identity may become conflicted (Yampolsky et al., 2016). For instance, having to 

simultaneously navigate opposite cultural values such as individualism and collectivism can be 

both confusing and stressful.  

Following a cross-cultural transition, TCKs re-evaluate their cultural identity in 

contact with a new community that may perceive them as foreign (Pollock et al., 2017).  

As a result, they may feel rejected. Unlike their parents, whose sense of belonging is usually 

tied to a geographical location, TCKs mostly derive their sense of “home” from relationships 

with family and friends (De Waal & Born, 2021). Unfortunately, TCK friendships are often 

short-lived due to the high-mobility lifestyle, and their monocultural peers may struggle to 

relate to their unique cross-cultural experiences (Tanu, 2018). Consequently, adolescent TCKs 

may feel uncertain about where they truly belong. The need to belong is a fundamental human 

need (Hagerty & Patusky, 1995; Maslow, 1943). When fulfilled, it promotes growth and self-

actualisation; when thwarted, it contributes to maladjustment and poor mental health (Maslow, 

1943). Research suggests that a lack of belonging can lead to hopelessness and depressive 

symptoms (Fisher et al., 2015).  
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Thus, acculturation is a developmental process for adolescent TCKs, whose key tasks 

include gaining cultural competence in each of their cultural environments, integrating 

different cultural domains, and fulfilling their need to belong across different cultural groups 

(Oppedal, 2006; Pollock et al., 2017). In other words, developing an integrated multicultural 

identity and a sense of belonging is essential for their healthy development.  

There is strong evidence in the literature supporting the effectiveness of counselling 

groups for adolescents, including within school settings (Malott et al., 2010; Steen, 2009; 

Yusop et al., 2020). However, research on counselling groups tailored to TCKs remains 

limited. Studying the effects of group counselling for adolescent TCKs could therefore 

contribute significantly to knowledge in those fields of study. 

Adolescence is a time for developing both personal and social identity, with peer 

relationships playing a pivotal role. Group counselling emphasises interpersonal relationships 

within a growth-fostering environment built on trust, respect, warmth, and acceptance—made 

possible through the group process (Trotzer, 2006). In this process, members form relationships 

by sharing experiences, exploring emotions, engaging in self-reflection, and giving and 

receiving feedback in a safe and supportive setting. As the group progresses and members feel 

validated and valued, group cohesiveness develops, fostering a sense of belonging and 

contributing to adolescent growth (Corey, 2011; Trotzer, 2006; Yalom & Leszcz, 2005). 

Participation in school-based counselling groups could therefore offer adolescent TCKs the 

opportunity to connect with peers who share similar cross-cultural experiences and challenges. 

This may help them to feel understood and validated, and enable them to cultivate a sense of 

belonging within a supportive community of fellow TCKs. Group counselling is also a flexible 

and practical intervention: its content can be tailored to address a wide range of psychological 

issues (Crespi et al., 2006) and adapted to the specific needs of the target population (Corey, 

2011; Malott et al., 2010). Accordingly, adolescent TCKs participating in such groups could 

explore their cross-cultural experiences and cultural identities through customised activities.  

In essence, school-based group counselling may serve as an ideal therapeutic intervention to 

address the developmental needs of adolescent TCKs. The group process can foster growth and 

belonging, whilst the group content can be designed to encourage exploration and integration 

of their cultural identities and enhance their sense of belonging to both their cultural groups 

and the broader TCK community. The present study therefore aims to assess the effects of 

group counselling on the multicultural identity and the sense of belonging of a sample of 

adolescent TCKs studying at an international school in Chiang Mai, Thailand. 
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Objectives 

To assess the effects of group counselling on the multicultural identity and sense of 

belonging of adolescent TCKs in a Chiang Mai international school setting  

Literature Review 

Third-culture Kids (TCKs) are young people (up to age 18) who have lived in two or 

more cultural environments for a significant period of time, meaning they undergo one or more 

cross-cultural transitions. A cross-cultural transition is the experience of relocating to a new 

culture, adapting to a new sociocultural environment, and undergoing psychological and 

sociocultural changes from the prolonged exposure to another culture. These transitions can 

negatively impact TCKs’ identity development and belonging needs; that is, their cultural self 

may become confused and conflicted due to their experiences across multiple cultures, and 

they may lack a stable sense of belonging. Consequently, adolescent TCKs must navigate not 

only the typical developmental changes associated with adolescence, but also the complex task 

of exploring and integrating their multiple cultural identities whilst building a sense of 

belonging. 

A multicultural individual is someone who is familiar with, identifies with, and has 

internalised two or more cultures to some degree, meaning that their self-concept incorporates 

elements of multiple cultural identities. Such individuals may negotiate their cultural identities 

in three different ways: they may categorise their identities (i.e., identify solely with one culture 

and reject the others); compartmentalise them (i.e., maintain separate cultural identities and 

express them depending on the sociocultural context); or integrate them (i.e., develop a 

congruent identity composed of complementary cultural components from all their cultures).  

A sense of belonging comprises two subjective experiences: (1) feeling valued, 

needed, and accepted by others; and (2) fitting in one’s environment or being in harmony with 

others through shared or complementary characteristics.  

Group counselling refers to a therapeutic setting that facilitates interactions between 

a group leader and group members. It enables various forms of interaction, expression, and 

self-exploration. Group counselling combines group content (e.g., treatment protocols, 

activities) and group process (i.e., here-and-now group dynamics), both of which contribute to 

members’ psychological growth.  This format of counselling could benefit the TCK population, 

as it can address their unique developmental needs. Participating in a group with TCK peers 

from the same school may offer opportunities to connect with others who share similar life 
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experiences. Through the group process that emphasises trust and acceptance, members may 

begin to cultivate a sense of belonging within a new, supportive community. Additionally, the 

group content can be tailored with relevant activities to help participants to explore and 

integrate their different cultural identities and enhance their sense of belonging. 

The group counselling programme in this study is a short-term, school-based 

intervention designed to address the specific developmental needs of adolescent TCKs—

namely supporting the integration of their multiple cultural identities and enhancing their sense 

of belonging. To achieve this, the programme incorporates both targeted group content (i.e., 

activities focusing on cross-cultural transition, multicultural identity, and belonging) and group 

process (i.e., fostering supportive interpersonal interactions in a safe environment).  

The programme follows a staged model of group development: an initial stage, during which 

trust is established (first session); conflict resolution and working stages, during which any 

interpersonal conflict is addressed, group cohesiveness develops, and members actively engage 

in group work (middle sessions); and a termination stage, during which members reflect on 

their progress and learning, and say their farewells (last session). The group comprises nine 

members and meets for 10 sessions, each lasting 50 minutes. The programme is described as 

school-based in that it was delivered on the school premises with the school’s logistical support, 

but it remained an independent intervention not embedded within the formal curriculum or 

administered by school staff.  
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Research Methodology 

Population and Sample 

The research population consisted of Third-Culture secondary students from an 

international school in Chiang Mai during the 2023/2024 academic year.  

Using the software G* power version 3.1.9.4 (Faul et al., 2007) to determine the 

sample size for a one-tailed matched-pairs t-test, the power was set at 0.80, the effect size at 

0.63 (Keles & Idsoe, 2018), and the significance level at p < .05. This calculation yielded a 

required total sample size of 18 participants. 

Purposive sampling was used to select participants according to specific criteria 

aligned with the research objectives. Subsequently, the participants were randomly assigned to 

either the experimental or control group using simple random sampling, in order to facilitate 

comparisons between independent groups. 

Accordingly, the sample consisted of 18 secondary-level TCKs (11 males, 7 females), 

aged 13-18 (M = 15.2, SD = 1.29), who were enrolled at an international school in Chiang Mai 

during the 2023/2024 academic year. Participant demographics are summarised in Table 1.  

Table 1. Demographics of the Participants 

Demographics Experimental (n = 9) Control (n = 9) 

Gender, n (%) Male 5 (55.6%), Female 4 (44.4%) Male 6 (66.7%), Female 3 (33.3%) 

Age, M ± SD 15.4 ± 1.13 14.9 ± 1.45 

Citizenship, n (%) Chinese 3 (33.3%), Binational 3 

(33.3%), South Korean 2 (22.2%), 

Burmese 1 (11.1%) 

Chinese 5 (55.6%), Binational 1 

(11.1%), Burmese 1 (11.1%), Indian 1 

(11.1%), Filipino 1 (11.1%) 

Ethnicity, n (%) East-Asian 5 (55.6%), South-East 

Asian 2 (22.2%), Biracial 2 (22.2%) 

East-Asian 5 (55.6%), South-East 

Asian 2 (22.2%), Biracial 1 (11.1%), 

South-Asian 1 (11.1%) 

Religious Affiliation, n 

(%) 

None 5 (55.6%), Christian 3 (33.3%), 

Buddhist 1 (11.1%) 

None 4 (44.4%), Christian 3 (33.3%), 

Buddhist 1 (11.1%), Taoist 1 (11.1%) 

Inclusion Criteria 

Research participants were recruited based on the following criteria: 

- They were third-culture secondary students enrolled at the international school. 
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- They volunteered to participate in the programme, with informed consent 

provided by a parent or guardian. 

- They were fluent in English (listening, speaking, and reading). 

Exclusion Criteria 

Participants were excluded if they were unbale to commit to the full duration of the 

programme. 

Termination criteria  

Participants had the right to withdraw from the programme at any time and for any 

reason. 

Research Tools 

Instrument Measuring Identity Configuration 

The participants’ multicultural identity configuration was measured using the 
Multicultural Identity Integration Scale (MULTIIS; Yampolsky et al., 2016).  
The MULTIIS is a 22-item self-report instrument designed to assess how individuals  
with two or more cultural identities organise these identities within their self-concept. Its three 
subscales reflect the three identity configurations: categorisation, compartmentalisation, and 
integration. The categorisation subscale refers to a dominant and exclusive identification with 
one cultural identity whilst rejecting others. The compartmentalisation subscale reflects a 
conflicting and context-dependent identification, in which identities are kept separate and 
activated based on sociocultural context. The integration subscale represents a unified, 
congruent identity that incorporates complementary elements from all cultural backgrounds. 

Participants rated each item on a 7- point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 7 = exactly). 

Higher scores indicated stronger endorsement of a given identity configuration. Scores were 

calculated for each subscale, and the configuration with the highest subscale score was used to 

categorise each participant’s identity configuration. 

To establish internal consistency reliability for this study, the MULTISS was 

administered to a separate sample of 30 randomly selected secondary-level TCKs from another 

school. The measure demonstrated good to excellent reliability across the subscales: 

categorisation, α = .99; compartmentalisation, α = .85; integration, α = .91. 

Instrument to Measure Sense of Belonging 

The participants’ sense of belonging was measured with the Sense of Belonging 

Instrument—Psychological Experience (SOBI-P; Hagerty & Patusky, 1995). The SOBI-P 

consists of two subscales that reflect the dual aspects of the of sense of belonging definition: 
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valued involvement which measures the degree to which an individual feels valued, needed, or 

important; and fit which assesses the feeling of fitting in through shared or complementary 

characteristics. 

The SOBI-P is an 18-item self-report measure designed to assess the degree to 

which an individual perceives being valued and fitting with the people around them. 

Participants rated each item on a 4- point Likert scale (1 = strongly agree, 4 = strongly 

disagree). Higher scores indicate a greater sense of belonging.  

To assess the internal consistency reliability of the SOBI-P for this study, statistical 

analyses were conducted using responses of a sample of 30 randomly selected secondary-level 

TCKs from another school. The two-factor structure was supported and the measure 

demonstrated acceptable reliability for the valued involvement subscale (α = .70) and good 

reliability for the fit subscale (α = .87). 

Group Counselling Programme as Intervention  

For the purpose of this study, the researcher developed a group counselling 

programme tailored to fit the needs of the research population. The programme aimed to 

increase their sense of belonging and shift their identity configuration towards integration. 

The group counselling programme consisted of a total of 10 sessions, each lasting 

50 minutes. It was designed using the following steps: 

1. Relevant theoretical concepts and research on multicultural identity, sense of 

belonging, and group counselling were reviewed. These informed the development 

of the group counselling programme, which specifically targeted the multicultural 

identity and sense of belonging needs of the research population. 

2. Based on the reviewed literature, the framework for the programme was 

designed, followed by the development of activities that formed the group content. 

These activities were aligned with the research objectives, ensuring that the 

programme addressed the intended goals. 

3. The programme was reviewed by the researcher’s advisor and sent to three 

experts for content validity evaluation. It was subsequently amended based on their 

feedback. 
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Data collection  

An experimental data collection method was used. The participants (N = 18) were 

randomly assigned to either the experimental group (n = 9) or the control group (n = 9) through 

simple random sampling. Specifically, the researcher assigned 

each participant a unique number and used a computer programme to randomly 

generate a number from the list to assign participants to the groups. Data for the two variables 

of interest (i.e., multicultural identity and sense of belonging) were collected prior to the 

experimental group counselling intervention using two instruments. The experimental group 

then received the experimental treatment (group counselling programme) designed to influence 

both variables. Finally, participants’ identity configuration and sense of belonging scores were 

reassessed after the experimental group completed the group counselling programme.  

Data analysis 

Data of the research participants were analysed using descriptive statistics to examine 

relevant demographics, such as gender, age, nationality, ethnic background, and religion. 

Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk tests (p > .01) were performed, and as result, 

normal distribution was assumed for each variable. 

Based on this outcome, parametric statistical analyses were applied to all variables in 

subsequent analyses: dependent t-test to compare the difference in identity negotiation and 

sense of belonging scores before and after the group counselling programme, and independent 

t-test to compare scores between the experimental and control group before and after the group 

counselling programme.  
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Findings 

Table 2. Pre-Intervention Mean Scores on Multicultural Identity Configuration and Sense of Belonging 

(Experimental Group vs. Control Group) 

Sample Group M SD t-test p-value 

Identity Configurations     

Integration     

Experimental Group 4.40 1.60 1.11 .142 

Control Group 3.68 1.11   

Compartmentalisation     

Experimental Group 4.33 1.52 1.70 .054 

Control Group 3.14 1.48   

Categorisation     

Experimental Group 4.84 1.68 2.42* .014 

Control Group 2.78 1.94   

Sense of Belonging     

Experimental Group 2.59 0.61 -0.97 .173 

Control Group 2.84 0.49   

*p < .05. 

According to Table 2, before the group counselling intervention, the experimental 

group and the control group did not differ significantly on integration (t (16) = 1.11, p > .05), 

compartmentalisation (t (16) = 1.70, p > .05), or sense of belonging (t (16) = -0.97, p > .05). 

However, the groups differ significantly on categorisation (t (16) = 2.42, p = .014). 

Table 3. Pre- and Post-Intervention Mean Scores on Multicultural Identity Configuration and Sense of 

Belonging (Experimental Group) 

Experimental Group M SD t-test p-value 

Identity Configuration   

Integration     

Post-Intervention 4.74 1.21 0.43 .340 

Pre-Intervention 4.40 1.60   
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Experimental Group M SD t-test p-value 

Compartmentalisation     

Post-Intervention 4.47 0.97 0.19 .427 

Pre-Intervention 4.33 1.52  

Categorisation     

Post-Intervention 4.42 1.33 -0.48 .324 

Pre-Intervention 4.84 1.68  
 

Sense of Belonging    

Post-Intervention 2.87 0.72 1.76 .058 

Pre-Intervention 2.59 0.61  
 

*p < .05. 

According to the results shown in Table 3, the mean score of the experimental group 

post-intervention increased on integration (t (8) = 0.43, p > .05), compartmentalisation (t (8) = 

0.19, p > .05), sense of belonging (t (8) = 1.76, p = .058), and decreased on categorisation  

(t (8) = -0.48, p > .05). These differences were not statistically significant. The group 

counselling programme had a negligible effect on integration (d = 0.07) and a small-to-medium 

effect on sense of belonging (d = 0.32). 

Table 4. Pre- and Post-Intervention Mean Scores on Multicultural Identity Configuration and Sense of 

Belonging (Control Group) 

Control Group M SD t-test p-value 

Identity Configuration         

Integration         

Post-Intervention 3.61 1.21 -0.14 .446 

Pre-Intervention 3.68 1.11   

Compartmentalisation     

Post-Intervention 3.41 1.61 0.40 .352 

Pre-Intervention 3.14 1.48   

Categorisation     

Post-Intervention 3.38 1.95 1.35 .107 
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Control Group M SD t-test p-value 

Pre-Intervention 2.78 1.94   

Sense of Belonging     

Post-Intervention 2.81 0.49 -0.46 .328 

Pre-Intervention 2.84 0.49   

*p < .05. 

According to Table 4, the mean scores of the control group post-intervention 

decreased on integration (t (8) = -0.14, p > .05), compartmentalisation (t (8) = 0.40, p > .05), 

sense of belonging (t (8) = -0.46, p > .05), and increased on categorisation (t (8) = 1.35,  

p > .05). 

Table 5. Post-Intervention Mean Scores on Multicultural Identity Configuration and Sense of Belonging 

(Experimental Group vs. Control Group) 

Sample Group  M SD t-test p-value 

Identity Configuration       

Integration      

Experimental Group  4.74 1.21 1.98* .033 

Control Group  3.61 1.21  
 

Compartmentalisation     
 

Experimental Group  4.47 0.97 1.70 .054 

Control Group  3.41 1.61  
 

Categorisation     
 

Experimental Group  4.42 1.33 1.33 .101 

Control Group  3.41 1.95  
 

Sense of Belonging      
 

Experimental Group  2.87 0.72 0.21 .417 

Control Group  2.81 0.49  
 

*p < .05. 

After the group counselling intervention, according to Table 5, the experimental group 

had a significantly higher integration score than the control group (t (16) = 1.98, p = .033). 
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Their sense of belonging score was higher than the control group, but not significantly (t (16) 

= 0.21, p > .05), the same for compartmentalisation (t (16) = 1.11, p > .05), and categorisation 

(t (16) = 1.33, p > .05). 

Based on the above results, it is worth highlighting that when comparing the pre-test 

and the post-test scores of the experimental group, which received 10 sessions of the group 

counselling programme, the data analyses show a trend towards significance for identity 

integration and an almost significant difference in sense of belonging. This indicates that their 

multiple cultural identities were more integrated and their sense of belonging was stronger 

following the group counselling programme. Additionally, when comparing the scores of the 

experimental group to those of the control group post-group counselling programme, the results 

show that the experimental group had a significantly higher average score on identity 

integration than the control group, and there was a trend towards significance for the sense of 

belonging of the experimental group. In other words, the experimental group had a significantly 

more integrated multicultural identity and a stronger sense of belonging than the control group 

after the group counselling programme. 

Discussion 

This study examined the effects of a school-based group counselling programme on 

the multicultural identity and the sense of belonging of adolescent TCK participants. Although 

the results of the statistical analyses were not all significant, this does not necessarily indicate 

a lack of meaningful change. Given the small sample size and short intervention period, subtle 

improvements may not have reached statistical significance. Additionally, participation 

variability in engagement, maturity, or baseline functioning may have influenced individual 

responses to the intervention. It is possible that outcomes in multicultural identity integration 

and sense of belonging require long-term group cohesiveness or ongoing support to be 

significantly impacted. These findings highlight the complexity of evaluating therapeutic 

interventions in TCK adolescent populations and suggest that statistically insignificant 

outcomes should not be interpreted as a lack of therapeutic benefit. In fact, the group 

counselling programme led to positive changes in the variables of interest. Specifically, the 

adolescent TCK participants developed a more integrated multicultural identity and a stronger 

sense of belonging.  

This programme aimed to promote a sense of belonging amongst the group members. 

The group process was found to play a crucial role in fostering a safe environment where trust, 
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universality, and group cohesiveness could develop as the sessions progressed. This key 

finding supports previous theory and research emphasising the importance of group dynamics 

in the positive therapeutic outcomes of group counselling (Malott et al., 2010; Steen, 2009; 

Trotzer, 2006; Yalom & Leszcz, 2005, Yusop et al., 2020). Through the interpersonal 

relationships built within the group, participants felt heard and accepted as their genuine selves, 

and recognised that their personal experiences mattered. The group members realised that, 

despite differences in gender, age, nationality, or ethnicity, they shared much in common 

through their TCK experiences. Prior to the group counselling programme, only a few 

participants had heard of the term ‘Third-Culture Kids,’ but most had felt different and as 

though they did not belong. As they shared their background stories with the group, members 

instantly connected on an emotional level and experienced a sense of belonging, which aligns 

with the literature on TCKs (Pollock et al., 2017; Tanu, 2018). The group counselling 

programme has provided a forum for social support and meaningful involvement, helping 

participants to understand that they could belong to different cultural groups yet simultaneously 

fit together as TCK peers. They also began to appreciate the importance of social relationships 

in fostering their sense of belonging and defining their sense of ‘home’, supporting the 

suggestions of Pollock et al. (2017) and Vivero and Jenkins (1999) that the sense of belonging 

for TCKs develops within relationships, rather than being tied to a geographic location. 

The group counselling programme in this study was also designed to promote 

multicultural identity integration. Before entering the group, some participants mainly 

categorised their cultural identities and felt that they had to choose one culture over the others, 

reflecting the conflictual experience of an unintegrated multicultural identity (Benet-Martínez 

& Haritatos, 2005; Yampolsky et al., 2016). These students perceived their different cultures 

as incompatible, making it difficult for them to integrate seemingly disparate cultural elements. 

Some only identified with their heritage culture, whilst others rejected their heritage culture, 

viewing it negatively. This aligns with Tajfel and Turner’s (1986) social identity theory, which 

posits that individuals derive part of their self-concept from group memberships. When a group 

is perceived as having lower status or being devalued, individuals may distance themselves 

from that identity to protect their self-esteem. Other participants mainly compartmentalised 

their cultural identities, feeling and acting more ‘Western’ at school but more ‘Asian’ at home. 

Language played a key role in this experience, as they spoke English with students and teachers 

but switched to their home language around their family. Whilst some participants found it 

relatively easy to switch between cultural schemas depending on the context, others felt 
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particularly conflicted. On one hand, they wanted to embrace their acculturated selves, but on 

the other hand, they did not want to disappoint their parents. This finding is congruent with 

previous research on bicultural identity, where family pressure is identified as a factor that 

complicates the integration of multiple cultural identities (Padilla, 2006). Finally, a few 

participants had already started the process of integrating their cultural identities, describing 

their cross-cultural experience as feeling ‘international’, although none could fully explain 

what this meant to them.  

The concept of multicultural identity was new to most participants. Through group 

discussions and shared experiences, they learnt that multicultural identity development is a 

personal, complex, and evolving process. The group counselling programme encouraged them 

to begin a journey of introspection about their own multicultural identity. Group content 

focused on acknowledging the various cultural elements that shaped their cross-cultural 

experiences, acknowledging that these elements could sometimes appear incompatible due to 

perceived cultural distance. Participants were then invited to identify commonalities between 

cultures and apply critical thinking to navigate cultural conflict. Finally, they explored their 

own cultural value systems and considered the possibility of constructing an integrated, all-

encompassing identity. This experiential process supported adolescent identity formation, a 

key developmental task during this life stage (Erikson, 1968). According to Erikson’s 

psychosocial theory, adolescence is the period during which individuals seek to develop a 

coherent sense of self. For TCKs, who are exposed to multiple cultural frameworks, this 

process can be particularly complex. The group provided a safe, reflective space in which they 

could engage with identity-related questions in a supportive environment. This finding aligns 

with previous research on school-based counselling groups as effective therapeutic tools for 

fostering ethnic identity exploration and development in ethnic-minority secondary students 

(Malott et al., 2010; Steen, 2009). 

In addition to promoting identity exploration, the group counselling sessions also 

provided a structured form of social support, both through the group content and the group 

process. Social support has consistently been identified as a key facilitator of successful 

adaptation in culturally diverse individuals. In the context of acculturation, support systems 

have been shown to facilitate the integration strategy—maintaining one’s heritage culture 

whilst also engaging with the host culture—which is associated with the most positive 

adaptation outcomes (Berry, 1997). Several studies have emphasised that such environments 

buffer against acculturative stress and promote psychological adaptation (e.g., Oppedal & 
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Idsoe, 2015; Sullivan & Kashubeck-West, 2015). Similarly, in the biculturalism literature, 

Kang (2018) demonstrated that positive social support significantly enhanced bicultural 

identity integration and reduced cultural conflict and social maladjustment amongst migrant 

workers. In this study, the support offered by the group may have enabled the participants to 

explore, express, and reconcile different aspects of their cultural identities, contributing to the 

observed increase in multicultural identity integration and overall psychological adaptation. 

In addition to the above findings, based on the leaders’ observations and anecdotal 

evidence from the group, it was found that taking part in this group counselling programme 

resulted in other noticeable developments. Besides gaining greater self-awareness and self-

knowledge, participants improved their communication skills by expressing themselves freely, 

listening to others respectfully, and offering their feedback to the group. This finding is 

consistent with qualitative results from a study on group counselling to support ethnic identity 

development amongst adolescents of Mexican descent (Malott et al., 2010), in which 

participants reported enhanced communication skills. Considering the age range of the 

participants (13 to 18 years old), the older members could model positive behaviour that was 

reinforced by the leader. Furthermore, following their cross-cultural transitions, participants 

had often been encouraged to suppress negative emotions and focus instead on adapting to their 

new environment and achieving academic success. This group counselling programme 

provided them with a space not only to process some of their losses, but also to reflect on 

specific cross-cultural experiences, ultimately promoting personal growth.  

Conclusion 

To contribute to knowledge about group counselling interventions addressing 

adolescent TCKs’ developmental needs, this study examined the effects of a school-based 

group counselling programme on the multicultural identity and the sense of belonging of 

adolescent TCKs attending a Thai international school. Following the group counselling 

programme, participants in the experimental group developed a more integrated multicultural 

identity and a stronger sense of belonging; however, most of these positive changes did not 

reach statistical significance. Nonetheless, the findings highlight the potential of school-based 

group counselling programmes as a valuable therapeutic intervention for supporting adolescent 

TCKs in their identity and belongingness development, and they underscore the need for 

further research on the topic. 
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Recommendations for Future Research 

This study was not without limitations. The first major concern was sample size. 

Although it was determined using statistical analysis, the small sample may have introduced 

random variation in the results. Future research should therefore involve larger samples to 

improve the reliability and generalisability of findings.  

Secondly, this was a small-scale exploratory study conducted in the absence of prior 

similar research. It only began to address the potential of counselling interventions for 

adolescent TCKs. Further experimental studies are necessary to investigate the effects of 

school-based group counselling programmes on the developmental needs of this population.  

In addition, qualitative approaches would be beneficial for gaining a deeper understanding of 

Asian TCKs—an understudied group—by exploring their identity configuration, sense of 

belonging, and the meanings that they assign to their cross-cultural experiences.  

A third limitation was the time constraint. The intervention lasted five weeks and  

thus only allowed for short-term effects to be observed. Future evaluation studies should 

include mid-term outcomes and follow-up assessments at 6 to 12 months post-intervention.  

Cross-sectional designs could be used to compare identity configuration scores across different 

age groups before and after the intervention, whilst longitudinal designs could track 

multicultural identity development over time.  

Furthermore, this study focused on students in Grades 9 to 11. Anecdotal observations 

suggested that emotional and cognitive maturity may have influenced the depth of engagement 

with the intervention. Younger or less mature students required more time to grasp abstract 

identity concepts. Future studies should consider including 12th- and 13th-grade students. It is 

recommended to implement either similar short-term group counselling programmes for 16- to 

18-year-olds or extended, longer-term programmes for 13- to 15-year-olds, tailoring the 

content to their developmental needs. To enhance the effectiveness of short-term group 

counselling programmes in promoting a sense of belonging amongst younger students, group 

content should prioritise themes such as cross-cultural transition, loss, and adaptation. In such 

cases, researchers may consider measuring additional variables, such as grief and resilience.  

Finally, future research should also examine the role of various influencing factors on 

programme outcomes. These include participant factors (e.g., maturity, age, gender, grade 

level, personality), environmental factors (e.g., family dynamics, friendship, social support, 
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school climate), and therapeutic factors (e.g., group cohesiveness, universality, level of 

engagement). 

Practical Implications 

Despite its limitations, this study highlights the value of school-based group 

counselling as a viable and useful therapeutic intervention for secondary school TCKs. It has 

several important implications for those involved in supporting these students.  

International schools should actively promote student participation in group 

counselling programmes. This could involve organising an annual group counselling 

programme focused on cultural identity exploration and fostering a sense of belonging, 

integrated as a regular school activity that does not conflict with academic classes or 

extracurricular commitments. Schools could also host informational events to introduce TCK 

students and their parents to the objectives and benefits of group counselling.  

Secondary teachers—particularly those teaching humanities subjects—should be 

informed about the psychosocial impact of cross-cultural transitions on TCKs. Beyond 

encouraging participation in group counselling, teachers can help by creating safe and inclusive 

classrooms where students feel comfortable sharing their experiences. Incorporating TCK-

relevant topics into the curriculum could further support students in understanding and 

embracing their multicultural backgrounds.  

School counsellors, in particular, play a critical role. They should stay up to date with 

the growing body of literature on TCKs to better tailor their interventions to students’ specific 

developmental needs. Counsellors can provide a safe environment for TCKs to reflect on their 

identity and belonging and should consider organising meetings with parents or guardians. 

These meetings can be used to raise awareness about the identity- and belonging-related 

challenges their child may be experiencing, discuss the benefits of group counselling, and guide 

parents in providing emotional support at home.  
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