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ABSTRACT  

This study addressed the concept of identity among Third Culture Kids (TCKs) and focused on 

the Missionary Kid (MK) subgroup of TCKs.  For the purpose of this paper, the TCK and MK 

populations were described as Third Culture Missionary Kids (TCMKs).  This narrative, 

phenomenological study examined how art therapy could be used to develop a sense of identity 

for TCMKs through interviews and the Collage Life Story Elicitation Technique (CLET), by 

examining the underlying themes of client collage as it related to identity formation.  Participants 

were interviewed via Zoom, discussing the images chosen and how they related to the participant 

and their identity.  Through these interviews and collages, the researchers found participants 

included culture, relationships, and religious faith as main themes in their identity formation.  

Understanding these themes in relation to the TCMK could aid therapists in the therapeutic 

relationships.  This study also revealed the power of metaphor through collage in provoking rich 

narratives, which could be a valuable tool in the field of Art Therapy.  
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

Among the expatriate communities throughout the world in 2016, around 8.7 million 

were Americans, not including military families (Association for Americans Resident Overseas, 

2016).  Reasons for living abroad varied from military, business, diplomat, missions, and study 

(Lijadi, 2018; Pollock & Van Reken, 2009; Rustine, 2018).  With these numbers, there is a 

growing number of children being born outside of their “passport country.”  The “passport 

country” designates the birth country of their parents and the country in which their parents hold 

citizenship (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009).  Children in this situation are faced with distinct 

challenges such as developing identity, finding belonging, learning new languages, and building 

new relationships (Bushong, 2013; Pollock & Van Reken, 2009).  These children are part of a 

community known as Third Culture Kids (TCKs).  A TCK is a person who has spent a 

significant part of his or her developmental years outside the parents’ home culture (Pollock & 

Van Reken, 2009). 

A subgroup of TCKs is the Missionary Kid (MK) population.  These are children whose 

parents have chosen to leave their passport country for the purpose of sharing their religious faith 

as missionaries with another culture.  For the purpose of this paper, the TCK and MK descriptors 

will be combined as Third Culture Missionary Kid (TCMK).  TCMK will be used when 

specifically referring to the MK subgroup of TCKs.  

TCMKs are unique in that they grew up with a different set of expectations based on the 

goals or values of the system for which their parents worked.  Children who are born and raised 

mono-culturally (one culture) will grow up learning the rules and expectations of that culture.  

As adolescents, they may challenge those rules and expectations, and as adults they may form 
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their own worldview based on what they learned in their earlier years (Bushong, 2013; Pollock & 

Van Reken, 2009).  Missionary families often live in a foreign country for a period of time then 

return to their passport country to raise funds to continue their ministry.  For TCMKs, their 

formative years were spent in transition, learning rules and expectations of multiple cultures 

while learning rules and expectations from home and their parents’ organization for which they 

work.  

This could create a challenge for TCMKs in understanding identity.  During their 

developmental years, when they should have been learning a sense of identity from the culture 

around them, they were faced with multiple cultures (Davis, Edwards, & Watson, 2014; Parisian, 

2015; Rustine, 2018).  They can begin to take on aspects of their “passport culture” (the 

culture/country their parents are from) and their “host culture” (the culture/country where they 

currently live).  Thus, a third culture is developed, and TCMKs are neither one nor the other but 

somewhere in between (Linesch, Ojeda, Fuster, Moreno, & Solis, 2014; Pollock & Van Reken, 

2009).   

Problem Statement 

 One of the main challenges of TCMKs is the concept of identity (Bushong, 2013; Pollock 

& Van Reken, 2009; Rustine, 2018).  With so many families relocating to foreign countries, it is 

inevitable that we as therapists will come in contact with TCMKs (Bushong, 2013).  In order to 

give the best care and diagnosis, therapists must understand the background of a TCMK and the 

extra challenges they can have with their cross-cultural background.  This population could 

benefit from developing creative methods for helping cope with these challenges and develop a 

sense of identity.  
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Research Questions 

 This research study was guided by the following questions: How can art therapy be used 

to aid in identity formation among Third Culture Missionary Kids, in, in their current locations?  

What are the common themes found in artwork among Third Culture Missionary Kids in relation 

to identity? 

Basic Assumptions 

 It is commonly assumed that just because someone looks like everyone else, they must 

think and act like everyone else.  However, a TCMK may look like those around them, but they 

may have a completely different internal worldview based on the culture in which they were 

raised (Bushong, 2013; Pollock & Van Reken, 2009).  This can create a paradox of identity, not 

knowing if they belong with the culture that looks like them or with the culture that they connect 

with internally (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009). 

Statement of Purpose  

 The purpose of this narrative, phenomenological study was to understand how art therapy 

can be used to develop a sense of identity for Third Culture Missionary Kids through therapeutic 

collage and interviews.  The study also investigated the underlying themes of client artwork as it 

related to identity.  

Definition of Terms  

 Art Therapy.  “…An integrative mental health and human services profession that 

enriches the lives of individuals, families, and communities through active art-making, creative 

process, applied psychological theory, and human experience within a psychotherapeutic 

relationship” (American Art Therapy Association, 2017). 
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 Expatriate.  Defined in the Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary (2019) as “one who 

lives in a foreign country.”  

 Faith.  Defined in the Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary (2020) as a “belief and trust 

in and loyalty to God; belief in the traditional doctrines of a religion.” 

 Host Country/Culture.  Country where the family lived outside of their passport country 

(Pollock & Van Reken, 2009).  

 Identity.  Defined in the Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary (2020) as “the 

distinguishing character or personality of an individual.” 

 Identity Formation.  The development of one’s identity during formative years. 

 Juxtapose.  Defined in the Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary (2020) as “to place 

(different things) side by side (as to compare them or contrast them or to create an interesting 

effect).” 

 Missionary Kid.  Individuals raised cross-culturally due to their parent’s ministry as 

missionaries (Mu Kappa International, 2013). 

 Narrative Study.  Design of study in which a researcher asks different individuals to 

share stories about their lives (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

 Passport Country/Culture.  Country or culture from which parents hold citizenship 

(Pollock & Van Reken, 2009). 

 Phenomenological study.  Design of study in which a researcher “… describes the lived 

experiences of individuals about a phenomenon as described by participants” (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018, p. 13). 

 Third Culture Kid.  Defined by Pollock and Van Reken (2009) as “a person who has 

spent a significant part of his or her developmental years outside the parents’ culture” (p. 13). 
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 Story Map.  A grid created for the Collage Life Story Elicitation Technique (CLET), for 

each participant that describes metaphors, image descriptions, and storytelling from the CLET 

protocol (Van Schalkwyk, 2010).  

 Symbol.  An image or term that is familiar in daily life, yet can imply something more 

than the obvious meaning (Jung & Franz, 1964). 

Justification of the Study 

 Having grown up cross-culturally, some TCMKs developed creative ways to entertain 

themselves or cope with the situations in which they found themselves.  Their wide range of 

perspectives due to experiences with multiple cultures, art forms, and societies can give TCMKs 

a general sense of creativity (Bushong, 2013).  Research shows the prevalence of challenges of 

identity with the TCK population (Lijadi, 2018; Linesch et al., 2014; Parisian, 2015; Pollock & 

Van Reken, 2009).  Articles have also been written about using art therapy as a means for 

understanding identity (Lee, 2015; Lijadi, 2018; Parisian, 2015; Talwar, 2015).  However, the 

research is very limited when it comes to using art therapy as a means of helping with these 

challenges within the TCK population.  The goal of this research was to utilize the knowledge 

about identity regarding TCMKs and art therapy, and develop ways to incorporate art therapy 

into the creative expressions of TCMKs to aid in the challenges of identity formation. 
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CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

 This literature review covers the topics of Third Culture Missionary Kids (TCMKs) and a 

variety of art therapy interventions that are applicable to this population.  The major theme 

reviewed explores identity among TCMKs.  Both narrative and phenomenological studies 

relating to TCMKs will be examined in this literature review.  There has been evidence of art 

therapy studies conducted over the theme of identity, and studies conducted on TCMKs.  These 

studies are discussed below.  

Identity 

 Identity has been seen as having formed through connection with one’s culture, 

relationships, and faith, among other areas (Kortegast & Yount, 2016).  An identity challenge for 

a TCMK is that of belonging.  Rustine (2018) stated that TCKs can have an intense sense of not 

belonging due to a disconnect of culture and experiences of relationships with those around 

them.  The varying sources of influences and cultures could slow down the process of identity 

formation among TCKs and create a sense of being in between, not belonging in one particular 

culture (Cranston, 2017; Rustine, 2018).   

 Rustine’s (2018) study of developing identity among TCKs included six college-age 

TCK adults who experienced education overseas.  The study utilized interviews to find a 

universal essence in the multiple lived experiences of the TCK participants.  Participants were 

asked to share specific experiences that related to open-ended questions concerning how their 

identities were shaped by their education overseas (Rustine, 2018).  Through the interviews, 

different themes surfaced, one being the level of awareness the TCKs had of the world around 

them and the uniqueness of their situation.  TCKs felt their identity was affected by their 
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awareness of how they viewed the world and different cultures, which also affected how they 

related to other people (Rustine, 2018).  

 Another theme that emerged from this study was security through relationships and 

transition (Rustine, 2018).  Being part of a community was a big factor in feeling secure in the 

TCK identity.  Relationships with peers influenced identity through trying to fit in and belong.  A 

common theme for TCKs in this study was a sense of connection to people rather than place, 

revealing that relationships can be an important part of a TCK’s identity (Rustine, 2018).  

Transition affected identity security for TCKs, with the change of relationships, culture, and 

displacement (Rustine, 2018).   

 A TCMK can grow up in multiple cultures, connecting to each of them in a way, but 

never really fully belonging to any of them (Cranston, 2017).  TCMKs can have this feeling of 

not belonging due to living for extended periods of time in multiple cultures (Smith & Kearney, 

2016).  Some TCMKs have developed a chameleon attitude, and attempted to blend into their 

surroundings, so as not to stand out (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009).  These TCMKs may blend in 

externally in the way they dress or the language they speak, while internally they constantly 

check their personal cultural understanding and evaluate what to do to fit in (Pollock & Van 

Reken, 2009).  

 TCKs are not immigrants in that they are not forced out of a country; instead they have 

been sent to another country through an organization.  However, TCKs can face similar 

experiences as immigrants when acclimating to a new culture and developing new relationships.  

Research using story-telling through art tapestries and record covers showed that being part of a 

community and developing relationships aided in a sense of belonging and identity development 

(Linesch et al., 2014).  In Linesch et al.’s (2014) study, adolescent and adult immigrant 
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participants were provided with open-ended art experiences for expression about immigration 

and acculturation.  These art experiences included creating tapestries depicting experiences, or 

repurposing vinyl records to “record” the narratives of these experiences.  Data was gathered 

through observation as well as interviews using open-ended conversations about the art (Linesch 

et al., 2014).   

 Through the artmaking experience, the themes of the value of family and community 

emerged.  Finding others with shared experiences made the process of acculturation smoother.  

Among the adolescent group, having a bicultural identity had its obstacles.  Finding others who 

shared those experiences gave the participants a sense of self-confidence, showing that 

community could be an important part of developing an identity (Linesch et al., 2014).  

Sapienza, Hichy, Guarnera, and DiNuovo (2010) identified a well-functioning community and 

good support from family as important resources in assimilating and finding identity in a new 

culture.  Relationships with others were also key in developing an identity.  These relationships 

may involve being a part of a church, team, or family (Linesch et al., 2014).   

 Walters & Auton-Cuff (2009) found that a safe place- where there was a common 

understanding, common ground, or common culture- created a community of belonging for those 

involved.  In their study, eight TCK female participants, which included those whose parents 

were overseas as missionaries and also for the purpose of business, were interviewed to find 

themes in lived experiences related to identity formation within the context of multiple cultures 

(Walters & Auton-cuff, 2009).  The interview began with the prompt to share their life story and 

ended with questions exploring identity development based on the narrative they had shared.   

 The study revealed several themes, including the stability of spirituality, transition, and 

finding a sense of belonging.  Being a part of this community with a shared understanding may 
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help in identity development.  Some shared experiences from this study revealed that being part 

of a church created community, as well as developing relationships with others (Walters & 

Auton-Cuff, 2009).   

 There is a unique bond that TCKs have with each other because of their common 

understanding and background.  The study by Walters and Auton-Cuff (2009) revealed that 

being with other TCKs provided a safe place for the participants to explore their identity because 

they were among others who understood their lived experiences.  Shared experiences have been 

shown to be particularly important to TCKs in developing relationships (Rustine, 2018; Smith & 

Kearney, 2016).  These shared experiences can include faith, travel, growing up in a cross 

cultural world, and relationships (Stedman, 2015).  Creating a space for TCMKs to belong could 

help them in feeling comfortable in their community as well as in helping to develop a sense of 

identity.  

Third Culture Missionary Kid Identity 

 Erikson’s (1950, 1968) model of psychosocial development is commonly used in 

understanding human development as it pertains to identity (Malone, Liou, Vaillant, Rentz, & 

Waldinger, 2015).  This model includes eight stages (see Table 1) in which an individual is faced 

with different developmental crises.  Each stage has an approximate developmental age range 

beginning in infancy and traveling through to old age.   
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Table 1. 

Erik Erikson’s eight stages of development. 

Trust vs. Mistrust (0 - 18 months) 

Autonomy vs. Shame and Doubt (18 months - 3 years) 

Initiative vs. Guilt (3 years - 5 years) 

Industry vs. Inferiority (5 years - 12 years) 

Identity Cohesion vs. Role Confusion (12 years - 18 years) 

Intimacy vs. Isolation (18 years - 40 years) 

Generativity vs. Stagnation (40 years - 65 years) 

Ego integrity vs. Despair (65 years and up) 

 

 During the fifth stage of Erikson’s stages of development, adolescents go through the 

crisis of identity cohesion versus role confusion (Erikson, 1968; Knight, 2017; Walters & Auton-

Cuff, 2009).  This stage precedes intimacy versus isolation (Erikson, 1968; Smith & Kearney, 

2016).  If one struggles with identity cohesion, then moving on to the next stage becomes 

difficult, leading them into isolation.  The fifth stage of Erikson’s stages of development is a time 

of extensive introspection and self-exploration (Parisian, 2015).   

 Identity can be explained based on genetics, ethnicity, race, relationships, and culture 

(Lijadi, 2018).  In a mono-cultural setting, these aspects of identity could be defined more easily.  

However, in a multi-cultural setting, understanding identity based on culture, race, and 

relationships can be difficult.  In their study on the repatriation of TCKs in college, Smith and 

Kearney (2016) found that cultural differences made it difficult for the TCKs to know how to 

interact with others.  In this study, TCKs reported feeling torn between two cultures, living with 
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both cultural selves within them.  TCKs shared that they were careful to reveal certain cultural 

selves depending on those around them and felt confused in knowing who they were or from 

which country they belonged (Smith & Kearney, 2016).  

 One of the biggest challenges that a TCK faces is that of identity formation (Bushong, 

2013; Pollock & Van Reken, 2009).  The paradox of the TCK is they look like their passport 

culture (the culture of their parents), but inwardly may connect more to their host culture (the 

culture where they live) (Cranston, 2017; Davis et al., 2014; Linesch et al., 2014).  This paradox 

can create an identity crisis within the TCK, as they do not know where to place their inner or 

outer allegiance and are living somewhere in between the two (Bushong, 2013).   

 A TCMK could spend a significant amount of time during their developmental years in a 

highly mobile lifestyle (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009; Stedman, 2015).  The TCMK may have 

moved multiple times between host and passport cultures, for extended periods of time for 

reasons such as fundraising.  Those moving between cultures may not have followed the 

developmental stages appropriate for their age (Walters & Auton-Cuff, 2009).  A TCMK may 

find themselves between cultures, not knowing in which one to identify (Stedman, 2015; Walters 

& Auton-Cuff, 2009).  TCMKs have reported feelings of not belonging to any culture once they 

have moved back to their passport culture due to the amount of cultural mobility experienced 

(Smith & Kearney, 2016).  With every move to a new culture, the TCMK is challenged to re-

adjust and learn a new culture, which interrupts their identity development (Rustine, 2018).  The 

TCMK essentially starts back at the beginning of their identity development, searching for who 

they are and how they can fit in to a new culture and new social environment.  

 With the constant disruption in identity development, TCMKs can face the challenge of 

forming an identity.  Identity may be found in the culture around them, relationships, and their 
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religious faith (Kortegast & Yount, 2016).  While identity development is a life-long process, 

much of what is developed in adolescence sets the foundation for the next developmental stage 

of young adulthood (Walters & Auton-Cuff, 2009).  During adolescence, many just want to fit 

in, and will define their identity based on fitting into their relationships and the culture around 

them (Smith & Kearney, 2016).  However, with a mobile lifestyle, the culture and relationships 

of TCMKs may be constantly transitioning.  

Narrative and Phenomenological Studies 

 The narrative design method includes asking participants to share stories about their lives 

and including significant events (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  With the narrative design, there is 

often a beginning, middle, and end in the story telling.  With the TCMK population, the narrative 

method could be a way for them to feel accepted and heard when they may have otherwise 

blended into the background (Bushong, 2013).  In counseling TCKs, Bushong (2013) found that 

many TCKs worried that sharing about the international part of their history might be seen as a 

matter of geography, instead of a part of their history that had shaped them significantly.  Giving 

the TCMK the opportunity to share their narrative, the international part of their personal history 

could be woven into their beginning, middle, and end of their story.  This may allow for the 

TCMK to share in a way that they can feel their voice is heard (Smith & Kearney, 2016).   

 The phenomenological method focuses on shared, lived experiences of multiple 

individuals surrounding a specific phenomenon (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  Betensky (1995) 

described a shared phenomenon as things that can be seen, touched, and heard around us as well 

as thoughts and feelings and memories that all begin in the human mind and become a part of a 

shared mental experience.  The TCMK phenomena could include their shared experience of 

living as an MK in a foreign culture.  While their experiences may be all different and stories 
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unique, they have an underlying connection with other MKs that cannot be fully explained 

(Pollock & Van Reken, 2009).  

 Some underlying connections can include shared experiences, living a cross-cultural 

lifestyle, relationship building, and navigating grief and loss (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009; Smith 

& Kearney, 2016).  With shared experiences, TCMKs experience moving into new cultures, 

establishing a new home, and possibly learning to live a cross-cultural lifestyle.  The cross-

cultural lifestyle could include adopting customs of the host culture while still practicing the 

customs of the passport culture.  

 Due to their highly mobile lifestyle, TCMKs tend to go one of two ways in relationship 

building. They may either go deep quickly or stay on the superficial level (Pollock & Van Reken, 

2009).  TCMKs can have a lot of practice with developing relationships, having moved multiple 

times, and can sometimes feel a sense of urgency to build relationships on a deeper level more 

quickly due to another possible move.  On the opposite spectrum, if a TCMK knows they are 

leaving in a relatively short amount of time, they may keep their distance and stay on the 

superficial level of building relationships (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009).  

 In all of the moving, TCMKs can also deal with a lot of loss and grief.  TCMKs can lose 

their homes, status, role models, relationships, or possessions (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009).  

These things can be taken away from them each time they move to a new location and can be 

difficult to grieve, especially if they are part of a culture that does not allow for the expression of 

feelings.  When TCMKs are around other TCKs, these experiences and losses can be expressed 

and understood (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009).  

 Both the narrative and phenomenological methods can be useful in working with TCMKs 

in understanding their identity.  When the TCMK is able to share their life story in a narrative, 
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they can evaluate their past as to how it has shaped their present and who they are.  Knowing that 

other TCMKs have similar life experiences can give them a sense of belonging and being 

understood.  Both the narrative and phenomenological method can create a space for the TCMK 

to be seen, heard, and valued for their experiences by giving them the opportunity to share their 

story and a space to find belonging among others with similar experiences.  

Art Therapy and the Third Culture Missionary Kid 

 Research is limited on the effects of art therapy and TCMKs.  In one study on 

acculturation and immigration, participants were given different interventions to process 

experiences (Linesch et al., 2014).  These interventions focused on coping strategies, 

acculturation, discrimination, and fear of deportation (Linesch et al., 2014).  Two groups were 

formed, one with adult women immigrants, and the other with adolescent immigrants.  The goal 

of the study was to evaluate the role that art therapy may have in successful acculturation 

processes.  Results from the study pertaining to immigration and culture showed that art making 

gave the participants a way to make meaning from their experiences, communicate with others, 

and empowered the participants by giving them a voice (Linesch et al., 2014).    

 TCMKs could be considered hidden immigrants, in that they may look like the culture in 

which they live, but they think differently than that culture (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009).  

However, TCMKs differ from immigrants in the sense that their families are moving to new 

cultures with an organization, whereas immigrants typically move in pursuit of safety (Pollock & 

Van Reken, 2009).  Unlike other global migrants, TCMKs are usually connected to a larger 

organization, giving them a more “privileged” lifestyle, which affects their experiences in the 

host culture community (Kortegast & Yount, 2016).   
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 There has been research done through interviewing and sharing life stories, narrative 

therapy, and Process-Experiential Emotion-Focused Therapy (PE-EFT) among the TCK 

population (Davis et al., 2014; Walters & Auton-Cuff, 2009).  One study explored identity 

development of women who grew up as TCKs (Walters & Auton-Cuff, 2009).  The study aimed 

to explore how movement between cultures influenced identity, particularly in women, by 

allowing them to share their life story.  The women were asked to share what they felt was 

significant in the telling of their life story.  Walters and Auton-Cuff (2009) found that in asking 

the TCK participants to share their life story several themes emerged.  These themes included 

disruption of transition, stability of spirituality, the pervasiveness of the word different, the 

silencing of voice, and the sense of belonging.  The women found belonging in developing 

relationships among other TCKs, due to their connections and shared narratives, which gave 

them a place to share an identity.  Sharing a narrative gave the participants the opportunity to 

explore their story and be heard, which was important in developing a safe environment to 

develop identity (Walters & Auton-Cuff, 2009).  

 Process-Experiential Emotion-Focused Therapy integrates empathy-based relating and 

active experiential techniques as a way of holistically understanding the participants (Davis et.  

all, 2014).  Davis and colleagues (2014) proposed that through attunement, empathy, and 

engagement individuals are able to put feelings into words and find validation in their needs.  

The researchers found that TCKs had unique multicultural experiences that could be strengths 

but could also create challenges in adjustment and identity formation (Davis et al., 2014).  When 

seeking to understand identity, finding validation and being able to express feelings was 

important.  The PE-EFT theory provided a framework for the positive view of the development 

of self, which was found to be helpful in understanding the experiences of TCKs.  
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 The framework began by facilitating and increasing emotional awareness through 

empathic exploration, the goal being to help the TCKs feel deeply understood (Davis et 

al.,2014).  After empathic exploration, the TCK participated in emotion regulation.  TCKs may 

attempt to avoid particular emotions, such as grief, and this step aided in exploring, reflecting, 

and integrating these emotions to help build tolerance to these difficult emotions and transitions 

that TCKs could go through (Davis et al., 2014).  The final stage in the PE-EFT involved 

emotional transformation and problem resolution.  TCKs could go through many losses, have 

unresolved grief or anger, or have a crisis of faith and beliefs (Davis et al., 2014; Pollock & Van 

Reken, 2009).  The PE-EFT is believed to give the TCK the opportunity to experience the 

tensions in their lives, create meaning from these tensions, and resolve tensions leading to 

growth (Davis et al. 2014).  

 The Collage Life Story Elicitation Technique (CLET) used collage to create a verbal and 

non-verbal account of the TCMK’s narrative (Lijadi & van Schalkwyk, 2014).  Originally 

developed for life story remembering in cross cultural settings, this technique is appropriate for 

individuals who may have difficulty expressing themselves and who may need assistance in 

defining personal identity (Lijadi & van Schalkwyk, 2014; van Schalkwyk, 2010).  This 

technique was used in two separate studies, one with non-English speaking adolescents, and the 

other with a group of young adult TCKs.  In the study with the non-English speaking 

adolescents, the CLET provided the advantage of having both verbal and non-verbal 

communication (van Schalkwyk, 2010).  With the collage as a starting point, participants were 

then able to write about the collage and share their narratives in written form.  Lijadi and van 

Schalkwyk (2014) also used the CLET with young adult TCKs, ages 18-22.  This study explored 
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the question of how TCKs make sense of their social relationships when growing up in multiple 

cultures (Lijadi & van Schalkwyk, 2014).  

 The study utilizing the CLET included creating a collage based on what had been 

significant in the participant’s life up to the current time (Lijadi & van Schalkwyk, 2014; van 

Schalkwyk, 2010).  Each participant was given a question based on the topic or research question 

being studied.  The collage gave participants an outlet to create, while also allowing them to 

come together and share the narrative behind their collage (Lijadi & van Schalkwyk, 2014).  

After participants created their collage, they were invited to share short stories about each image 

selected in an open-ended interview (van Schalkwyk, 2010).  During the interview, the 

researcher asked participants to place themselves in the collage, share a missing image, and find 

two images with opposing meanings (van Schalkwyk, 2010).  From this interview, the 

researchers were able to analyze the non-verbal and narrative data from participants, giving a 

rich context to develop themes among participants in the research (van Schalkwyk, 2010).  

 This method has great potential in exploring the visual concept of identity among the 

TCMK population.  From these studies using the CLET, researchers found TCKs were able to 

reflect on and integrate past experiences into their present and future, helping them to create 

meaning of their lives and identity (Lijadi & van Schalkwyk, 2014).  The TCKs shared their 

views of self in relation to others, which could be heard in the narratives, as well as seen in 

relation to how the images were placed in the collage (Lijadi & van Schalkwyk, 2014).  The 

TCMK population is one that has longed for a voice (Smith & Kearney, 2016).  Giving this 

population an opportunity to narrate their story, while also having a visual to understand their 

story can prove to be powerful in their understanding of personal identity formation.  
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Summary  

 Within the research, there is evidence that the TCMK faces unique challenges of identity 

formation.  The TCMK has a highly mobile lifestyle that interrupts the developmental stages of 

identity formation as described by Erikson (1950, 1968).  This mobile lifestyle can also affect 

how a TCMK develops relationships, deals with grief and loss, and relates to family and other 

cultures.  The TCMK population is growing and the need for mental health professionals to 

understand this population is also growing (Bushong, 2013; Lijadi, 2018). 

 Studies focusing on narrative and phenomenological research could be useful in working 

with this population.  Remembering and sharing narratives of life experiences is necessary in 

developing a sense of identity (Lijadi & van Schalkwyk, 2014).  This is true of TCMKs as well, 

as they can have many different experiences that have been important in their identity 

development.  Phenomenological research aims to find the underlying phenomenon that 

individuals share in their lived experiences.  TCMKs have shared that connection with other 

TCKs is important to them, and they find a sense of belonging among others with similar life 

experiences.  Using both narrative and phenomenological research with this population could be 

useful in finding themes among the participant experiences.  

 Research combining art therapy and the TCK, particularly in the relation to identity, has 

been limited.  Studies to evaluate immigration and other multi-cultural topics have been 

conducted, and have also utilized art therapy in the process.  The research conducted with 

TCMKs, however, utilized more talk therapy or experiential therapy.  

 Art therapy is a valuable tool in helping with identity discovery, as well as with giving 

words to the narrative life story.  Art therapy could be highly useful when working cross-

culturally, as it does not require a specific language.  One particular study using the CLET 
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covered both art therapy and the TCMK population.  However, there is limited research done 

aside from the CLET, on how art therapy can help the TCMK in particular with their mobile 

lifestyle and interrupted identity formation.  More research needs to be done on how to help a 

TCMK develop their identity through the use of art therapy.  
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

 The purpose of this study was to discover and develop art therapy interventions that could 

clarify the complexities of identity formation among Third Culture Kids (TCKs).  TCKs can 

encompass military kids, business kids, diplomat kids, and missionary kids (Davis et al., 2014; 

Lijadi, 2018; Pollock & Van Reken, 2009; Rustine, 2018).  While each subgroup of TCK is 

important, for the purpose of this study the researchers focused on Third Culture Missionary 

Kids (TCMKs).   

Participants  

 Participants in this study were TCMKs within the ages of 18-25 who spent a significant 

portion of their developmental years overseas due to missionary duties within their families.  The 

method of recruiting was done through the collegiate organization named Mu Kappa 

International (2013).  Participants were contacted by email through Mu Kappa International 

organizations on various college campuses throughout the United States.  This qualitative study 

had four participants who grew up in four different countries: Poland, Germany, Kenya, and 

Austria. 

 Initial screening of participants was conducted through a questionnaire that covered the 

years of service in another country, what countries they were in, when they moved back to their 

passport country and how well they handled transition into the passport country (see Appendix 

A).  Participants were informed of the purpose of the study: to understand the impact of multi-

cultural living experiences on identity formation among TCMKs.  Informed consent was then 

provided to each participant.  The participants were given the ability to decline participation or 
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withdraw at any time.  Participants also gave consent for the researcher to use images of their 

collage for the purpose of the research publication.   

Research Design  

 This qualitative research study used a narrative, phenomenological design that examined 

the lived experiences of individuals who have similar backgrounds (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

The research was conducted by interviewing four TCMKs, ages 18-25.  Participants in the study 

completed a collage using the Collage Life Story Elicitation Technique (CLET) and then set a 

time for an interview with the researcher via Zoom.  The CLET is a technique that uses the art 

therapy method of collage to elicit rich narratives of the participant (van Schalkwyk, 2010).  The 

interview included open ended questions about the participants’ collage images in relation to 

their identity.  After the interview, the researcher compiled the data from the interviews in 

connection to the collage created by the participants.  Specific data that was collected from the 

collage included how many images related to people, objects, or events.  Key people, places, and 

words that the participant used often during their interviews were also collected to develop 

themes among the narratives.  A review of the interviews also evaluated narrative tone (overall 

emotional content) and the cognitive-emotional functioning (how the participant remembered 

and interpreted events) of the narratives shared.  

Research Instruments  

 Research instruments for this study were an intake questionnaire, the CLET, and a mailed 

package that included collage materials.  Participants answered a questionnaire that discussed 

their transition into the U.S., as well as questions about their country of service and how many 

years they spent in said countries (see Appendix A).  Once participants had been screened to be 

eligible for the research, participants filled out an informed consent.  
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 The CLET was the primary instrument in this research study.  The CLET provided a 

mode of expression that allowed the participant to engage in creating and narrating their life 

story.  Participants were given a general description of the CLET through email from the 

researcher, giving them a rationale for the purpose of the study.  As this research was done long 

distance, the materials were mailed to participants.  Materials included in the package were: a 

written form of the main directive of the collage, magazines, glue stick, and 10x14 foam board.   

 Included in the package was a prepaid return envelope for participants to return their 

collage to the researcher.  Participants were encouraged to take an image of their collage for 

future reference.  A scanned copy of their collage was kept by the researcher and sent back to the 

participants via email while the study was being conducted, ensuring the participants had a visual 

to refer to during the interview process.  

 Once the collages were received, the researcher and participants set up a time to conduct 

interviews via Zoom.  Questions during the interview were conducted for the purpose of eliciting 

a life story narrative from the participant.  All questions were open-ended, and standard for each 

participant.  Questions included asking the participants to share a story about each image, to 

place themselves in the collage, to choose an image they couldn’t find and would like to include, 

and to identify two contrasting images in their collage.  All interviews were recorded through 

Zoom conferencing for the purpose of data and theme collection.  

 Instrument 1:  Participant Questionnaire.  The screening process to obtain participants 

that fit the purposes of this study was through a questionnaire (see Appendix A).  The 

questionnaire asked participants about their history as a TCMK.  Questions included what 

countries they grew up in, how many years they spent in each, when they moved back to their 

passport country, and how their transition was in the process.  
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 Instrument 2:  Collage Life Story Elicitation Technique.  The CLET was designed as 

a visual way for individuals to narrate their life story (van Schalkwyk, 2010).  This technique 

used both language and non-linguistic modes of communication to elicit the life story narratives 

of participants.  There were five steps within the CLET that participants engaged in.  These 

included 1) collage making, 2) storytelling, 3) positioning the self and eliciting silent voices, 4) 

juxtaposing, and 5) reflection (G. J. van Schalkwyk, personal communication, December 4, 

2019).  

 In step one, participants created a life story collage that answered the question, “How 

does this image/text/drawing represent something important or memorable about where I find my 

identity?”  Each collage included at least eight images and or text cuttings from magazines and 

other media.  The finished collage was intended to visually represent the participant as a person.  

 Once the researcher received the collage, an interview was conducted.  In step two, each 

interview included a story telling task, where the participant discussed their life story in relation 

to the collage they had created (G. J. van Schalkwyk, personal communication, December 4, 

2019).  For step three, the participant positioned themselves within the collage, giving a rationale 

and expressing emotions related to this positioning.  As part of the process of the CLET, 

participants also described an image that they were not able to include due to not finding it (G. J. 

van Schalkwyk, personal communication, December 4, 2019).  This step allowed the participant 

to share what may not have been previously shared but that they felt was important to the 

development of their identity.   

 During step four, the participant was asked to select two contrasting images (G. J. van 

Schalkwyk, personal communication, December 4, 2019).  An example of contrasting images 

could be a good and bad experience shared in the collage.  This step gave the participant the 
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opportunity to engage in dynamic dialogue with the images, identifying relationships and 

identities within the collage.  

 The final step of reflection allowed the participant to create coherence among the images 

and story narrative they created in this process.  Participants were asked to reflect about the 

feelings and thoughts they had in telling these stories, along with giving any last pieces of 

information they would like to add (G. J. van Schalkwyk, personal communication, December 4, 

2019). 

Data Collection  

 The initial process of data collection began with participants mailing their collage to the 

researcher.  Participants were mailed a prepaid envelope for the purpose of sending completed 

collages to the researchers.  Once the collage was received, participants and the researcher 

arranged a time for an interview via Zoom.  Each interview was audio recorded for the purpose 

of transcribing and analyzing data.  

Data Analysis  

 Data analysis of the CLET was completed in three phases after participants completed 

their interviews.  Phase one included creating an inventory of denotations (description of the 

images) and metaphors within the collage (G. J. van Schalkwyk, personal communication, 

December 4, 2019).  The initial inventory of the collage was done prior to the interview in order 

to collect unbiased data in relation to images and the metaphors they could have depicted.  

During the interview, the researcher numbered each image in order of description by the 

participant.  In this phase, the researcher created a visual transcript of the collage, drawing out 

the basic shapes and descriptions of each image on a new paper.  
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 Phase two of the CLET analysis included a narrative analysis (G. J. van Schalkwyk, 

personal communication, December 4, 2019).  A story map (a grid created for the CLET to 

organize what participants shared describing metaphors, image descriptions, and storytelling) 

was developed and voice was analyzed (see Appendix B).  The story map developed was based 

on actual and symbolic meanings represented in the collage.  

  Phase three involved further developing the story map for each image on the collage (G. 

J. van Schalkwyk, personal communication, December 4, 2019).  The story map included 

denotational inventory (image description), metaphor, and the participant’s self-defining memory 

of each image.  This final step provided an analysis of themes as well as the meanings of the 

participants’ identity construction (G. J. van Schalkwyk, personal communication, December 4, 

2019). 

Validity and Reliability  

 The CLET has been developed as a process of life story narrative inquiry.  The initial 

pilot study was done with non-English speaking participants (van Schalkwyk, 2010).  

Participants in this study shared that collage was a powerful expressive mode of sharing their life 

stories in a nonverbal context.  

 The CLET was also performed with TCKs, identifying reticence in relationships and was 

found to be useful in revealing such reticence (Lijadi & van Schalkwyk, 2014).  This study 

revealed a rich narrative due to the connection of metaphor in images and the life story.  

However, more studies could be done in order to further evaluate the reliability and validity of 

this protocol.  
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Ethical Implications  

 Consent forms were given to participants which requested permission to display and use 

their artwork within the writing of this thesis.  Collages were sent through the mail, using first 

class envelopes with tracking numbers to ensure that they reach their destination.  Conducting 

interviews online was done through a secure server in private locations for both the researcher 

and the participant, ensuring the privacy of the participant.  Audio recordings were only be used 

for the purpose of transcribing each interview.  All documentation was saved in an encrypted, 

password protected file.  

Researcher Bias  

 The researcher was a Third Culture Missionary Kid (TCMK) who had also struggled with 

the concept of identity.  The researcher was also an art therapy student and had a bias towards 

using art as a means of discovery.  For the researcher, the use of art was a powerful factor in 

developing identity, and the researcher hopes to use artwork to aid other TCKs in their search for 

identity.  
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CHAPTER IV 
Results 

 The purpose of this study was to find possible themes among Third Culture Missionary 

Kids in terms of their identity formation using art therapy.  This was done with the Collage Life 

Story Elicitation Technique, through which participants created collages based on where they 

found their identity.  After collages were made, interviews were conducted to elicit the narrative 

of the collage.  Both the collage and the interviews were analyzed as data.  There were four 

TCMKs within the ages of 18-25 in this study.  All participants were female.  Pseudonyms were 

used in place of participant names for confidentiality purposes.  

 Jane lived in Germany for nine years.  Alice spent one year in Ukraine and ten years in 

Austria.  Rose lived in Poland for ten years.  Hope lived one year in Democratic Republic of the 

Congo and nine years in Kenya.  At the time of the research, each participant was living in the 

United States of America.  

 Following the systematic analysis of the CLET (van Schalkwyk, 2010), the researcher 

analyzed the collage and interviews in stages.  First, the researcher analyzed the collage and 

made an inventory of the images and the possible meanings and then marked where the 

participant positioned themselves within the collage with a white “X” (see Figure 1).  Analyzing 

the collage was done prior to the interviews so as to let the images speak for themselves.  The 

researcher analyzed each image through the understanding of symbols, and listed possible 

metaphors indicated in the image.  Combined images as a whole were evaluated to determine the 

overall emotional feel of the collage.  During the interviews, the researcher then listened to the 

narratives of each participant and compared the metaphor of each image to what the participant 

shared and what the researcher had previously deducted based on symbols.  
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Figure 1.  Participant Collages 

Note: Collages answered the question, “How does this image/text/drawing represent something 
important or memorable about where I find my identity?” The white “X” indicates participant’s 
self-positioning within the collage. 
 
 Next, the researcher read through the interviews and created a story map which noted the 

actors (key people the participants included in the stories), settings, plots, narrative tone (overall 

emotional content), and cognitive emotional functioning (how the participant remembered and 

 

Hope, nine years in Kenya. 

 

Jane, nine years in Germany 

 

Alice, ten years in Austria 

 

Rose, ten years in Poland. 
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interpreted events) in relation to each narrative and the collage.  The story map allowed the 

researcher to break down the narrative of each image.  An example of the story map used with 

Alice can be seen in Appendix B.  In Alice’s collage, the second image described was the row of 

flower vases at the bottom of her collage.  In the story map, the researcher included the narrative 

of that image and then analyzed it into parts such as actors and plots.  The actors included her 

family that she depicted in each vase, the setting in the collage was at the bottom.  In the 

beginning, the researcher analyzed the emotional feel of the collage as a whole, and with the 

story map the researcher could focus on the tone that the participant gave each image.  Each 

image’s narrative was analyzed based on the narrative tone and cognitive-emotional functioning, 

which changed throughout the interview depending on the image and what that image 

symbolized for the participant.  The story map allowed for the researcher to break down each 

image into parts.  The story map also gave the researcher valuable information on what level of 

cognitive-emotional functioning and narrative tone the participant used the most in describing 

the images throughout the interview.  

 Finally, using the story map, the researcher could analyze which actors or events showed 

up multiple times within the collage, symbolizing key figures and events which shaped how each 

participant formed their identity.  Based on these findings, the researcher created a list that could 

be broken down into different categories per participant.  In looking at each participant’s 

groupings of categories, the researcher found three main themes and nine subthemes that 

emerged among all the participants, identified in Table 2.  



IN BETWEEN: IDENTITY FORMATION AMONG TCMKS 
 

35 

 

 The pie chart seen in Figure 2 displays the overall proportions of the three main themes.  

This figure shows that culture was the most impactful on identity formation with 49% of the 

narratives focused on culture.  Relationships (36%) were revealed as the next main theme 

followed by religious faith (15%).  

Table 2.  

Themes and Subthemes of Identity Formation found in the CLET protocol.  

Themes: Subthemes: 

Culture Country 

 School 

 Transition 

 
Home 

Relationships Family 

 Friends 

 
Community 

Religious Faith Personal 

 Church/Ministry 
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Figure 2.  Main themes of identity formation. 

Culture  

 Culture within the collages was evident through images of maps of countries and states.  

Buildings were also indicators of culture.  As the participants shared their narratives, more 

images became metaphors for the cultures that helped form their identity such as chameleons, 

globes, and suitcases.  Participants also shared stories about the different cultures they identified 

with and the dynamic nature of identity in culture.  Participants shared the dual nature of being a 

part of two cultures, but not fully belonging in one.  Through the narratives, the researcher found 

subthemes that related to the culture the participants grew up in as seen in Figure 3. 

49%

36%

15%

Culture Relationships Religious Faith
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Figure 3.  Culture subthemes. 

 Country.  In analyzing each story, the participants altogether included more references to 

the culture of their host and passport countries than any other subtheme with 31% of the data.  

Three of the four participants chose to symbolize the countries in which they were raised using 

maps in the collages, while the fourth participant chose a landscape.   

 Each narrative contained the common theme of connecting with the culture of their 

specific host country.  Rose shared several stories about her comparisons of her passport culture 

and her host culture.  She shared that she connected more with her host culture, even though she 

looks like her passport culture.   

 Alice shared about a time she went back to Europe, and although it was not Austria, 

where she grew up, it still felt right.  She noticed things she took for granted when she lived in 

Austria, such as smaller cars and more intimate settings.  She also shared a story about looking 

like a tourist in her host country, even though she was living there, and how frustrating that was 

for her.  

31%

27%

22%

20%

Country School Transition Home
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 School.  In analyzing each story, 27% of the narratives referred to experiences in school.  

Within the collages, school was depicted through metaphor and text.  Jane included a globe that 

was covered with words and rotated in opposite directions of the rest of the collage.  Two 

participants included the word “new” to symbolize the transition into a new school.  Alice cut an 

image in multiple pieces, rotating it in different directions to symbolize the fragmented nature of 

moving from country to country and school to school.  These experiences in the school setting 

ranged from having negative to positive effects on their identity.  

 Jane shared that her identity was very negatively impacted by students in her 

kindergarten.  She was ostracized for not knowing the language, which was a negative 

experience for her.  She carried that negativity with her through her middle school years, until 

she joined a Bible study with her new high school.  There she began to build friendships that 

encouraged her.  

 Hope shared her story about going to boarding school in Kenya, and becoming extremely 

depressed.  She was brought home to be homeschooled, where she was immersed into her 

community, which gave her a purpose.  Within her narrative, she also discussed her collegiate 

schooling and how that had an impact on her identity as a nurse. 

 Rose shared about her experience at an international school, where she became connected 

with other students who were also in Poland as expatriates (those living in a foreign country).  

These friends shared the experiences of moving to away from their passport country and living in 

a host country.  She explained that these expatriate friends became important in her development 

as a TCMK.  

 Transition.  In analyzing each story, 22% of the narratives referenced transition.  

Transition took the form of fragmentation, travel, and constant moving.  In the collages, 
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transition was symbolized through light streaks, globes, arrows, fragmented landscapes, 

chameleons, and text.  

 Jane added the text, “Some people hear, but don’t understand.”  She went on to explain 

her experiences of trying to fit in to public school and explaining that she wasn’t German, but 

she had lived in Germany.  She said, “…they could hear me, but they never seemed to 

understand what I was saying, and it would just confuse them.”  She showed transition in the 

form of a globe with arrows pointing the wrong direction, along with words that said “new” and 

“ew.”  

 Hope shared how transition was a constant part of her life at the time of the research, 

always looking to the next thing, the next term, the next shift.  The constant transition from her 

developmental years had become a part of her adult life.  Hope included an image of a 

chameleon to describe her efforts to adapt:  

 …You know you're a missionary kid when you take the blue of your home country and 

 then yellow of whatever country you grew up and mix them together and you’re green.  

 And we're trained to adapt to whatever culture or community we went into. 

 Rose shared about feeling like she was in between places, and she symbolized this with 

the light streaks of airplanes.  In her collage, she included a picture of light streaks in the top left.  

She shared about spending much of her life on planes and in airports, and how she was like the 

streaks left by the plane lights at night.  She felt she was in those light streaks, between two 

places, neither here nor there.   

 Home.  In analyzing each story, the participants altogether included stories of home 20% 

of the time.  There was discussion about the transient nature of home and the symbolism of home 
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not necessarily being a physical place.  Alice referred to home as times when she talked with 

family on the phone; sharing her challenges with them created a sense of home.  

 Hope shared a story of going back to her host country, considering it to always be her 

home, regardless of whether she was physically living there or if others told her it was no longer 

her home.  When others told her that her host country was no longer her home, she stated that it 

would always be one of her homes, a sentiment that was repeated among the other participants as 

well.  

 When Jane moved to college, her parents moved to a different part of the country.  In 

describing this change of home, she stated, “I lost the place that I finally felt like I belonged in. 

And now I no longer have a place…”  

Relationships    

 In looking at the collages created by participants, three participants included images or 

text referring to people.  Images included magazine clippings of cowgirls, a portrait of Mary and 

Jesus, and a silhouette of one of the participants.  Jane created paintings to include in her collage, 

and of her four paintings of people, three of them referred to different relationships that had been 

integral in her formation of her identity.  

 Once the collage was analyzed, the narratives of each participant were also analyzed.  

Each participant included different individuals who were important in their identity development.  

When analyzing the narratives, these individuals were categorized as actors in the narratives, 

having a part in the participants’ story.  Through the narratives, participants were able to go into 

more detail about relationships and the metaphors within the collage, in which the researcher 

found different subthemes involved that were included in all four of the participants’ stories.  
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Figure 4 shows the three subthemes and the analysis of subthemes within the theme of 

relationships.  

 

Figure 4.  Relationship subthemes. 

 Family.  Participants referenced their families in 46% of the narratives about people in 

their lives.  Within the collage, Alice added flower vases to symbolize each immediate family 

member, saying, “…they’re just kind of dotting the bottom, and that’s just kind of the way it’s 

always been.”  Alice also included a small abstract image that symbolized the window of her 

family home.  She shared the nostalgia of looking through the window and seeing her family all 

together, enjoying a much simpler time.  

 Jane painted on her collage, and family was indicated through the metaphor of a table.  

Having spent so much time with homeschooling and family activities around the table, she felt it 

was an important symbol to her identity and described it as, “… a really big part of my childhood 

that's really important to me, it’s like being close to my family and feeling like they're always 

there for me and they understand me and all of that.” 

47%

30%

23%

Family Friends Community
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 Friends.  Participants referenced their friendships in 30% of the narratives as important 

relationships in their lives.  Within the collage, this looked like paintings of specific friends, 

images of buildings, as well as maps within the collage.  In describing friendships, participants 

shared that friends were the ones to encourage and build self-esteem, making them feel worthy of 

love and have a place to belong.  

 Rose described her friendships from the international school she went to, saying her 

relationships with other TCMKs were deeper and stronger than what she experienced when she 

moved back to America.  “… it was just like relationship-building on steroids….  I don't know if 

it's that forced depth because of the displacement that we all shared that drew us together or what 

really was the source of the depth of those relationships.”  

 Community.  In analyzing the actors in each story, community covered 23% of the 

narratives.  Community included a sense of belonging with other TCMKs, as well as the 

community the participants grew up.  

 Jane described the community of her dorm, where she lived with several other TCMKs, 

and shared, “it's so nice to have people to talk to who like understand all of the weird identity 

things around, ‘I don't know where I'm from, and my parents live in a different place that I 

haven't been to…’”  This was displayed on her collage with the logo of her college, as well as 

the word “sisterhood.”   

 Hope shared stories about the role that community had in bringing her out of depression 

and giving her a role and purpose in her identity as a TCMK.  In her collage, she connected 

words and phrases to her experiences with community, including the phrase, “Lifelong 

determination to embrace who you were made to be.”  
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Religious Faith  

 All participants shared about their faith as it related to their belief in and loyalty to God.  

Three of the four participants included images that were recognizably faith related.  These 

images included cathedrals, crosses, and a portrait of Mary and Jesus.  Among the narratives, 

each participant shared experiences of their faith through various church and ministries and on a 

personal level.  Figure 5 shows the breakdown of the two subthemes of faith.  

 

Figure 5.  Faith subthemes. 

 Personal.  Within the narratives, 54% were stories participants shared about their 

personal faith in God.  These narratives expressed their loyalty to God, as well as dependence on 

their God to get them through the different challenges they faced.  Each participant was given the 

opportunity to describe one image that they felt was missing in their collage, and Rose shared 

that she would have included a crucifix.  The crucifix was a symbol of her own faith as well as 

the culture in which she was raised.  She shared that everywhere she went in Poland, a crucifix 

could be found.  Hence, the image was a representation of Rose’s culture, but also her personal 

54%

46%

Personal Church/Ministry
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faith, saying it would symbolize, “…His [God’s] centrality to my identity, more so than anything 

else.” 

 In talking about her personal faith, Alice shared, “…the essence of who I am is I belong 

to Christ, and I am the Lord’s, and that’s just really the substance of who I am.” Within her 

collage, Alice intentionally placed the words “faith to in leap a” backwards on her collage to be 

read right to left which should then be read “a leap into faith” (see figure 6).  She chose this 

phrase as a symbol of how she makes decisions without being sure of the outcome, but trusting 

her faith in God to carry her through to whatever may be the outcome.  

 

Figure 6.  Alice’s “a leap into faith” symbolizing her personal faith in God.  

 Church/Ministries.  The other 46% of the theme of faith were narratives about different 

ministries and churches.  Each participant’s family was a part of a Christian mission 

organization, and participants were involved in various churches and ministries.  These churches 

and ministries were depicted through cathedrals, a cross, a rainbow and various text.  

 Being part of and leading a bible study gave Jane a new community to connect to, be 

encouraged by, and also be a mentor to others.  Jane stated that being part of this community, 

“…was something that helped me grow a lot as a person, and something that was really 
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important to me.”  It was through this bible study group that she learned she was worthy of love 

and felt a sense of belonging.  Jane added the image of a rainbow as a symbol of diversity that 

she had learned to embrace when it came to Christian traditions.  As she moved on to college, 

she developed a greater appreciation for the diversity among churches.  

 Hope shared about the various ministries she was involved in while living in Kenya.  She 

helped in the nursery at the hospital, was part of a ministry that helped build houses for those in 

need and became a leader in her youth group.  Through these ministries Hope shared, “I really 

fell in love with the community, and got involved and found my purpose.” 
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion 

 In this study, four participants completed the Collage Life Story Elicitation Technique 

(CLET) to elicit narratives about the formation of identity among Third Culture Missionary Kids 

(TCMKs).  Participants created a collage and shared stories about where they found their 

identity.  The collages and narratives represented their views about how they had developed their 

identity.   

 Each participant was asked about how they felt using the CLET as a form of art therapy. 

In terms of the art directive, Alice enjoyed the process of creating a collage and felt that collage 

was how her brain worked.  She felt satisfaction in making sense out of all the pieces.  Hope 

compared all the little pieces of the collage to the different experiences she had, and said, “…all 

those different experiences, whether or not they were positive or negative, they describe who we 

are and it’s a beautiful picture.”   

 When reflecting on the narrative aspect of the CLET, Jane shared that she was scared at 

first because so much of her life was on the page but felt relief and importance in being able to 

narrate all of the details of the collage with someone else.  Rose found the narrative process of 

telling her story was the most powerful part of the experience.  In talking about story-telling, 

Rose said, “What I love about telling stories is that it allows other people to see things the way 

you see them for a little bit…”  This was similar to what previous studies had found among other 

Third Culture Kids (TCKs) in that sharing a narrative gave them a voice and an opportunity to be 

heard (Linesch et al., 2014; Smith & Kearney, 2016).  This study showed that using art therapy, 

specifically the CLET, with this population could be a powerful way to elicit narratives and find 

meaning.  
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 In creating the collage, each participant was given the topic of identity formation and 

challenged to find images answering the question: How does this image/text/drawing represent 

something important or memorable about where I find my identity?  The collages created by the 

four participants revealed three main themes and nine subthemes related to identity formation 

among TCMKs.  The main themes were culture, relationships, and religious faith. These findings 

coincided with Rustine’s (2018) findings of how culture and community affected a TCKs 

identity, as well as Stedman’s (2015) findings of how TCKs found community in faith.  

 Looking at the collages, the element that was most striking among the participants was 

the usage of the whole page.  All four participants filled the page with their collage images and 

text.  In using the whole page for the collage, everything in the collage was somehow connected 

to or touching another element of the collage.  This created a connected and balanced visual for 

the viewer.  Lijadi and van Schalkwyk (2014) found the proximity and connections of images in 

the collage could also symbolize the participants’ relationships to others as well as their 

connectedness to their own understanding of themselves.  Images that were closer together, 

could symbolize a bond between the creator and for who or what the image was a metaphor 

(Lijadi and van Schalkwyk, 2014). Each collage had a reference to a culture or country.  

 One thing that was surprising to the researcher was the minimal number of images of 

people.  However, in talking with participants, each acknowledged that there were individuals 

who were important to them and their development of their identity.  The images were not literal 

but metaphorical (van Schalkwyk, 2010).  These findings emphasized the importance of the 

blend of metaphorical images and the narrative given by the participants.  Participants were 

given the safe space to share metaphor that may be difficult to explain verbally (Lijadi and van 

Schalkwyk, 2014).  Once the metaphor was revealed, participants used a narrative to explain the 



IN BETWEEN: IDENTITY FORMATION AMONG TCMKS 
 

48 

metaphor, creating meaning within the collage (Davis et al., 2014).  The themes of culture, 

relationships, and faith unfolded in participants’ CLET narratives, which are discussed further 

below.  

Culture 

 Within the collages, participants shared the metaphors of images in relation to the 

different cultures in which they were raised.  Throughout the interviews, culture of their host 

country was significant in how they viewed themselves as an individual.  As was reflected by 

similar research conducted by Cranston (2017), growing up in multiple cultures but not fully 

belonging to any of them was a common sentiment.  Rose shared that she felt her cultural 

identity was fluid, and while she identified most with her host culture, she also identified with 

her passport culture.  Within her collage, she shared this back and forth between cultures in 

several ways.  One way she depicted this was through the light streaks in the sky left behind 

from jets, traveling back and forth, as she does with her cultures (figure 7).  This light streak 

dissipated quickly, which created a metaphor for how she felt the fluidity of her cultural identity.   

 

Figure 7.  Rose’s light streaks symbolizing the state of feeling in between cultures.  
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 Rose also shared the metaphor of seasons and how they changed, based on time.  Rose 

related her connection to different cultures as seasons changing based on where she was, or how 

long she had been somewhere.  This was similar to the findings of Smith and Kearney (2016) of 

TCKs feeling torn between two cultures.  Rose’s choice of creating a portrait within her collage 

was also an intentional design to be like the European culture in which she was raised.  

 The experiences of the participants in their host culture also helped them to develop 

coping strategies and how they now interact with others.  Hope shared about constant transitions 

in her life and how she was prepared for and looks forward to transitions and the next step in her 

journey.  She also shared about how all her different experiences had shaped her into who she 

became, which was a more understanding person who can give more grace to others.  In her 

collage, she compared herself to a chameleon, which takes on different aspects of its 

surroundings (figure 8).  

 

Figure 8.  Hope’s chameleon symbolizing transitions and adapting. 
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 All participants shared transition among cultures.  Each gave examples of moving to new 

locations, and the process of fitting in and starting over.  These transitions were not always 

smooth.  Alice said, “…I kind of grew up in both places, just in a very fragmented way.”  These 

fragments were evident in her collage through images being cut up and placed beside each other 

with gaps between (figure 9).  These gaps create space between the image, creating a broken 

image rather than a whole image.  The fragmentation of the image was a metaphor for the 

fragmentation of her childhood and how she had to transition many times throughout her life.  

This coincided with Rustine’s (2018) finding of how transition affected identity security for 

TCKs, which created a sense of displacement.  Walton and Auton-Cuff’s (2009) also identified 

the theme of transition within the lived experiences of TCKs.  While these transitions fragmented 

the lives of the TCKs, they were also a shared experience which created a sense of belonging 

among other TCKs (Walton & Auton-Cuff, 2009). 

 

Figure 9.  Alice’s fragmented images symbolizing a fragmented childhood. 
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 Alice had not lived in the same place for more than two years.  In order to find 

consistency and a sense of home in these transitions, Alice found that decorating a home helped 

to seal herself into that location.  She included little framed images clustered together in a corner 

of her collage as a demonstration of how decorating helps her with transitions and finding a 

sense of home (figure 10).  Finding a sense of home could also be a way to find a sense of 

belonging in a place.  Other research had shown that TCKs reported the feelings of not belonging 

to places or communities (Cranston, 2017; Walters & Auton-Cuff, 2009; Rustine, 2018).  

Pollock and Van Reken (2009) explained how TCKs could find ways to externally find 

belonging, such as how they dress or speak.  Alice had found things to externally decorate her 

own home to make a place she belonged and felt a connection to.  

 

Figure 10.  Alice’s framed images symbolizing a sense of home. 

 Rustine’s (2018) study found that TCKs could experience an intense sense of not 

belonging due to a disconnect of culture and experiences of relationships with those around 

them.  Jane’s experience was one example of this.  Jane talked a lot about transition, sharing the 
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different stages she went through such as the process of leaving one culture and then the process 

of integrating another culture.  This process was hard and disorienting for her.  She symbolized 

this through metaphor in her collage with the globe and words like “wrong way” (figure 11).  

She included the quote, ‘If you move them around too much, they’re going to break.  But they 

don’t.’ In sharing about this quote and her many transitions between cultures Jane said, “It felt 

like I was going to break, but I didn’t.  I got stronger instead.”  The transition between cultures 

was explained as extremely hard, and for Jane she had the added difficulty of bullying when 

trying to adjust to new schools.  However, she found that in these transitions she was able to get 

stronger, finding strength in her faith and her relationships with her family and friends.  She 

learned to process her experiences through reading and writing, which was now her major in in 

college.  She attended counseling and learned to process her emotions and experiences through 

another lens and had become a more confident individual despite the challenges of her many 

transitions.  

 

Figure 11.  Jane’s globe symbolizing her transition process.  
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 The phenomenon of these shared, lived experiences added to the finding that culture 

played a role in identity formation among TCMKs.  As stated previously by Bushong (2013) the 

identity of culture was more than just a matter of geography, it was also a part of the personal 

history that had shaped them.  Sharing these stories of culture validated their sense of identity 

and gave their experiences meaning.  

Relationships 

 The second most important theme in identity development among the stories shared by 

participants was relationships.  Rustine’s (2018) study with TCKs showed that relationship and 

community were common themes within the TCK identity.  Two participants included images 

that were directly connected with family relationships.  Alice included images of flower vases at 

the bottom of her collage as a representation of her family (figure 12) and Jane included an 

image of a table where her family spent much of their time together (figure 13).   

 

Figure 12.  Alice’s family representation through flower vases.  
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Figure 13.  Rose’s family representation through the family dinner table. 

 The other two participants included images that allowed them to share stories about their 

families.  Rose included an image of cascading roses and an image of castles, sharing about 

experiences with her parents around both of those images.  Hope included a hut, through which 

she shared many stories about ministry with her family, experiences at home with her family, and 

experiences with her siblings at school.  Throughout these narratives, participants included 

relationships with friends and community.  In the self-positioning of the participants, each one 

was close to images representing either their families or other relationships they have built.  

 Jane shared about the time she spent with her family around the dinner table (see figure 

11).  She included an image of a painting she made of that table.  “That was a really big part of 

my childhood that’s really important to me.  It’s like being close to my family and feeling like 

they’re always there for me and they understand me…”  Family played a big part in transitions 

as well as creating a sense of belonging for participants.  Lijadi and van Schalkwyk (2014) found 

that many times, the only stable relationships for TCMKs was within the family unit.  The family 

unit was consistently with the TCMK, which gave stability in place and identity. 
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 Rose, Jane, and Hope all referenced friendships with other TCKs.  Hope shared about the 

difficulty of finding belonging among the other TCKs on her field because of the walls they had 

built due to the constant transitions.  Pollock and Van Reken (2009) referenced this resistance of 

the other TCKS to build relationships as one way TCKs may have chosen to connect.  Due to 

constant transition, TCKs may put up walls in relationships to prevent the loss of another 

friendship (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009).  Within the collages, this may have been represented 

through barriers or lines drawn between images.  Hope did not fully feel like she belonged 

among the TCKs on her field for several years, but now she would have done anything for them.  

For Hope, building relationships among the community, and finding a role within that 

community helped her to find her purpose and feel like she belonged. 

  Rose shared about her relationships with other TCKs, and how they felt stronger, faster: 

“… I don’t know if it’s that forced depth because of the displacement that we all shared that drew 

us together or what really was the source of the depth of those relationships.”  This also 

coincided with how Pollock and Van Reken (2009) described relationship building among TCKs, 

in which the TCK may jump into relationships quickly because they were aware of the urgency 

of time.  Some TCKs would go deep in relationship more quickly because they had many 

experiences in making new friends, or because they knew there was a limited amount of time to 

make meaningful friendships (Pollock & Van Reken, 2009).  

 Jane called her TCK community a “sisterhood” saying that this community of TCKs 

provided a place to feel understood, in ways that she did not have to explain herself.  What these 

participants shared coincided with the findings of Walters and Auton-Cuff (2009) on shared 

experiences being important to TCMKs.  As stated previously, Linesch and colleagues (2014) 

confirmed the importance of shared experiences through their study.  Shared experiences made 
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the process of acculturation and identity development smoother.  These shared experiences 

created a safe place for the TCMK where there was a common understanding and a community 

of belonging (Linesch et al, 2014).  This community of belonging gave the TCMKs a safe place 

to explore identity with those who had similar lived experiences (Walters & Auton-Cuff, 2009).  

Religious Faith 

 Third Culture Missionary Kids and their families relocated based on their religious faith 

and sharing that faith with other cultures.  The TCMKs in this study referenced their faith in God 

in different ways through words or images.  Some participants found their identity in different 

ministries they were involved in, while others felt a deep connection to their faith on a personal 

level.  As evidenced in a previous study, being part of a ministry could be a part of developing 

identity (Linesch et al., 2014).  This study showed that being part of a community such as church 

or other ministries aided in a sense of belonging and identity development (Linesch et al., 2014).  

 Having grown up cross-culturally and now living in a community with others who shared 

her religious perspectives, Jane found the traditions of different faiths beautiful and inviting.  

Hope found her calling to be a nurse through the ministries her family was involved in on the 

mission field.  One of the ministries was to help build houses for families in need, which she 

depicted with her image of a hut in her collage (figure 14).  Through this ministry, she was given 

the opportunity to help a young child who had been injured and provide simple nursing practices 

to the families in that village.  These ministries gave her a sense of belonging, and she has 

continued to use her calling as a nurse to minister to others.  
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Figure 14.  Hope’s hut.  

 When describing an image she could not find, Rose chose to represent her faith with a 

symbol of the crucifix.  While this was normally a Catholic symbol, and she did not identify as 

Catholic, Rose found this symbol to be both a representation of her faith as well as her culture.  

Having grown up in Poland, the crucifix was seen all over in places such as government 

buildings, churches, schools, and businesses.  This symbol created a sense of home for her, while 

also being an anchor to her own faith, where she wanted her identity to be rooted in Jesus.  

 Throughout her many challenges with transition and family losses, Alice found that she 

can count on the Lord to be her foundation: “…the essence of who I am is I belong to Christ, and 

I’m the Lord’s, and that’s just really the substance of who I am.”  She began by describing the 

phrase in her collage “I am what I make up” as an example of her making decisions based on 

things that she wanted to actively pursue (figure 15).  However, she also wanted to make her 

decisions based on her faith in God, and shared that what she was made of included her God.  
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This confirmed the findings of Walters and Auton-Cuff (2009), in that the stability of spirituality 

was a theme found among other TCKs.  

 

Figure 15.  Alice’s description of her faith.  

Limitations  

 The limitations in this study included: mailing the directive, the focus on the subgroup of 

Missionary Kids, the number of participants, interview timing, and the Collage Life Story 

Elicitation Technique protocol itself as it was still being written for publishing at the time of this 

study.  

 The method of this study involved using a mailing system to collect data, in which 

packages could have been lost.  In this study, no packages were lost, but the time between 

sending, creating, receiving and narrating the collages ranged between two to three weeks.  The 

time in between could have created lapses in what was created and what was shared.  

 For the purpose of condensing the Third Culture Kid (TCK) population, this study only 

focused on MKs rather than all TCKs.  There were other TCKs that could add valuable data to 

this research, such as those who grew up in the military or went overseas for business or 
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diplomatic purposes.  This study had only four participants, which is also a limitation.  With this 

small amount, there were only female participants and three of the four participants were from 

Europe.  A wider variety of population and location could produce different results.   

 Another limitation to this study was the timing of the interviews.  Some interviews were 

conducted after the COVID-19 quarantines.  The COVID-19 quarantine put many individuals 

under stress with the loss of jobs, fear of a fatal illness, added responsibilities within the home, 

and lack of contact within their community.  These factors may have added more stress and 

anxiety to interviews, tainting what may have been shared prior to the outbreak.  

 The CLET was still a work in progress, and the protocol was still being tested in a wide 

range of contexts at the time of this study.  The creator of the CLET was in the process of 

publishing her work, which may have new developments not used in this study (G. J. van 

Schalkwyk, personal communication, December 4, 2019).  This study was conducted using what 

was currently published on the protocol as well as what was in the process of being published.  

Recommendations  

 Future studies of Third Culture Kids could include a focus on those involved in the 

military or those who went overseas for diplomatic or business purposes. This study was done 

with only female Third Culture Missionary Kids, and findings from male TCMKs could be 

different.  There was also a limited number of continents involved in this study, and it would be 

interesting to see if growing up in other countries produce different results.  It was recommended 

that this study with the CLET be used with these populations because of its ability to translate 

beyond language through its use of collage.    
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Conclusion 

 This study explored the identity formation of Third Culture Missionary Kids using the 

Collage Life Story Elicitation Technique.  The study focused on the three emerging themes of 

culture, relationships, and faith.  The CLET allowed participants to share their story visually, 

metaphorically, and narratively.  One participant stated that telling her story was the most 

powerful part of the CLET experience because it allowed her to be seen in that space of time.  

The power of the metaphor in these interviews proved to be valuable in understanding the 

participants.  Each image had multiple meanings and connections to where they found their 

identity.  

 This study had implications for how art therapists could assist the TCMK.  Using 

methods like the CLET could provide the therapist and client an avenue for exploring identity.  

The CLET could also be used for other topics beyond identity.  As TCMKs moved to new 

cultures, and started over with fitting in, the use of collage to process those transitions could be a 

valuable tool in understanding what the TCMK was experiencing.  Many TCMKs have been 

with the feeling of being between cultures through all these transitions.  The significance of this 

study in using the CLET was that each of the four participants were seen through their collage, 

heard through their narratives, and valued through the interactions with the researcher.  The 

CLET allowed the participants to have a safe space to process their identity, share their voice, 

and find belonging beyond the in between.  
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APPENDIX A 

TCK Screening Questions: 

 1. What was the reason your family lived overseas? 

  a) Missionary  

  b) Military  

  c) Diplomat   

  d) Work/study   

  e) Other:  

 2. What countries did you grow up in? 

 

 3. How old were you when you lived in these countries? 

 

 4. How old were you when you moved back to your *passport country?  
  *Passport country- country or culture of your parents.  

 

 5. What was the transition between countries like for you? 

 

 6. How has your time spent overseas influenced who you are today? 

 

 7. Would you be interested in participating in a research study about TCKs? 
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APPENDIX B 

Story Map Example 

Note: Story map includes multiple steps.  Step one involves story-telling, where the participant 

shares a story about each image on their collage.  The story map breaks down the narratives into 

parts for further analysis.  These parts aid in the development of themes among the multiple 

narratives and images.  Below is an abbreviated example of a story map.  

 

 

 
 

Step	1:	Story	
Telling

Denotation	
inventory

Transcript	of	micro-
narratives	

Actors/Voices																									
(people	

depicted	in	
memories	and	

events.)

Settings	&	
Events																		

(where	does	
the	story	take	
place	and	
what	

happened)

Plots	&	
Resolutions/	
Consequences			
(List	keywords	
for	central	plots	
and	keywords	for	

resolutions)

Narrative	Tone												
(overall	
emotional	
content)

Cognitive-
Emotional	
Functioning																							

Self-Positioning											
(representation	

of	self	on	
different	

dimensions)

2 Flower	
Vases

Let's see... Okay so at the 
bottom I kind of have six 
plants and flowers. So 
there are six members of 
my immediate family. 
The size or the type of 
plants doesn't really 
mean anything, it's just 
the ones that I found, 
and they’re just kind of 
dotting the bottom and 
that's just kind of the way 
it's always been. 

family lined	up	at	
bottom	of	
collage

representation	of	
family,	dotting	
the	bottom

1-	no	
emotional	
content,	just	

facts

2-	concrete-	
stating	facts	

about	
family.	No	
specific	
emotion	
behind	
family	

members

self-other


