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Travel writers will have to improve their game. In this age of globe-trotting, people grow accustomed to multicultural encounters and experience culture shock for themselves. Increasingly cultures are even being reconciled within the most intimate social institution there is: the family. Just as with international travel, the presence of multiple cultures within the family unit creates both unique challenges and enormous advantages. 

First of all, what is culture? Pollock and Van Reken define culture as “a system of shared assumptions, beliefs, and values . . . the framework from which we interpret and make sense of life and the world around us” (1999, p. 41). This definition emphasizes the nonmaterial culture, the elusive and vital intangibles to which material culture points (p. 52). The system is passed down by elders to children through example, correction, and praise (p. 44). People of one culture feel situated or “balanced” in one culture. This frees them to act, because appropriateness is equivalent with their instinct, i.e., what they have been taught. (p. 42). 

When cultures collide, instinct can no longer be relied upon. Pollock and Van Reken explain:


When we are having to learn and relearn the basic rules by which the world around us is 
operating, our energies are spent in surviving rather than thriving. It’s as if we are still 
figuring out the fingering for the scales on the piano while others around us are playing a 
Rachmaninoff concerto. Being out of cultural balance leaves us struggling to understand 
what is happening rather than fully participating in the event (1999, p. 42).
This distance is described by many who find themselves in the middle of a foreign culture. Participation is oftentimes daunting or difficult. Even if someone from the outside moves in to interact, it is likely that those of the foreign culture will not behave in the ways he expects, resulting in culture shock (Storti, 2001, p. 66-69).  Only repeated exposure and a deeper understanding of the culture will enable the foreigner to operate successfully within it (pp. 69, 79). 

These cross-cultural dynamics can exist within certain family contexts. One example is intercultural marriage, defined by Romano as “the union of two people from diverse cultures as well as different countries, which may also, but not necessarily, indicate differences in race and/or religion” (1997, p. xvi). Intercultural marriages are growing in number, notably because of the emergence of a “global village” and break down in traditional social barriers (p. xvii). Intercultural couples and those who study them now examine more seriously how to nurture the relationship and how it should affect children in the family (p. x). Like any love relationship, intercultural marriages generally begin on the basis of similarities, and differences are regarded as either unimportant or interesting and attractive. Eventually, however, those differences complicate the roles and values that come into play when forming a family (p. xvii).

Another type of multicultural family is the one that include Third Culture Kids, or TCKs. Interaction, Inc.’s seminar “The TCK Profile” describes them this way: “A Third Culture Kid is a person who has spent a significant part of his or her developmental years outside the parents’ culture. The TCK builds relationships to all of the cultures, while not having full ownership in any” (quoted in Pollock & Van Reken, 1999, p. 19). Drs. John and Ruth Hill Useem were the first to study third cultures in the 1950s. The parents’ culture is the first culture, the host country brings a second culture, and the young expatriates, still forming their identity, develop a culture between the two: a third culture (p. 20). They become different from their parents, sometimes only slightly, but often quite significantly. Cross-cultural encounter takes place in both the intercultural marriage and the TCK family model. The stakes are higher than those of a sight-seeing trip, and they are ever-present.

One of the biggest culprits in a cross-cultural situation may be language. To learn to communicate in a foreign language is certainly one of the more difficult things to do, but the challenge is not disproportionate to its value. Consider that without language, poets are disarmed, diplomats stripped of their ability, and well-intentioned ordinary people find themselves at the mercy of their foreign peers, able to interact no more effectively than a toddler (Storti, 2001, p. 99). So much of power depends upon the ability to communicate. 

In an intimate relationship between two people who do not share the same mother tongue, the consequences of failure in this department are dire. Some communication, such as humor and deep emotion, is both essential to friendship and notoriously difficult to execute in a foreign language (Romano, 1997, pp. 135-156). If there is linguistic inequality between intercultural partners, the more fluent speaker has the ability to dominate in conversation, possibly manipulating the exchange to his or her advantage. Alternatively, the more bilingual partner may gain the upper hand in some situations because of flexibility (p. 134). Intentional and holistic listening is the defense against such patterns. The partners must work hard to ensure they are hearing and interpreting each other’s hearts correctly, regardless of what communication style of one  may suggest in the other’s cultural grid (p. 140). 


If linguistic plurality can be reconciled in the marriage, any children the couple has stand to benefit. They can learn to speak to each parent in a different language. Though this allows each parent the strength of connecting with the children in their own mother tongue, it is still best for the parents to set the example of learning each other’s language if they expect bilingualism of their children (Romano, 1997, p. 128). Though the children may fight against it, knowing a parent’s language gives them the best access to that parent’s culture, which they rightfully inherit (p. 129).

Many expat families with TCKs share a mother tongue. Yet the dynamics of languages creep into the home when the family enters a host country and begins to learn a new tongue. Each member will learn at a different pace. Those who acquire proficiency more rapidly (often the younger children) become more productive in the host culture. If indeed the children pass up the parents in fluency, difficult situations can arise. A child who greatly respects a parent may become perplexed and saddened at the parent’s new handicap. Embarrassed at the parent’s poor linguistic performance, he may begin to criticize rather than encourage. Disdain and competition can quickly turn the cultural transition into a divisive experience. Some families face an additional challenge of watching the TCKs lose their mother tongue. This usually only happens if there is prolonged separation from the family, as in a boarding school situation (Pollock & Van Reken, 1999, pp. 117-118).


Ideally, expatriate family members should seek to level the playing field for each other. Some families may opt to speak only the new language at home in order to learn it faster. Caution is in order, though; the mother tongue is their “heart language” and sometimes the only one suitable for certain kinds of communication. Intimacy should not be laid at the altar of education, at least not for too long. In the process of language acquisition, there is great opportunity for instruction and care between members. Many families learn to comfortably double-check or interpret for one another when the need arises. Often they will also creatively infuse the new language with their mother tongue, resulting in words and phrases unique to their family culture. Languages carry within them whole systems of thought (Storti, 2001, p. 101). They are worlds to be explored endlessly, and inevitably enrich the families who have more than one at their disposal.

Languages are like transportable worlds, but of equal importance is the real world, the geographic locality where the material and nonmaterial culture is enforced. Storti draws a distinction between what he calls “country shock” and “culture shock.” Country shock comes first; it simply indicates the period of time a person needs to become used to the new environment, not taking into account cultural differences in people’s behavior (2001, p. 3). It is a stress that can be avoided by simply not leaving the home country. Elements of culture, especially nonmaterial, can show up regardless of location, but the immersion experience is much stronger when a person actually travels to the world nerve center of a given culture, experiencing both county and culture shock. 


When more than one culture is at play within a family, that family’s geographic location greatly affects the way members interact. Usually, some members are “at home” while others are in country shock, culture shock, or both. The culturally balanced members are often in a better position to lead the family, and it is important that this power does not become unjustly disproportionate. In an intercultural marriage, the partner in his homeland has stronger forces working against his efforts to reach cross-culturally to his spouse. It is easy for him to remain cemented in roles of his culture, and not consider the different expectations of his spouse (Romano, 1997, p. 72). It is the foreign spouse who must make the majority of adjustments. If she does not enjoy his culture or underestimated the extent of the differences, bitterness may ensue (p. 72). If the couple moves, they may move to a place where the roles of husbands and wives are defined differently. If one or the other is not willing to adjust, it sets them up for conflict between each other and the surrounding society. Therefore, residing in a country foreign to both partners is sometimes the most acceptable option (p. 74).

Location determines the dynamics of TCK families as well. For the recently expatriated family, the host country is usually foreign to all of the members. As time is spent there, however, the children become TCKs, identifying at least partially with the host culture. They may then gain power to lead the family in certain respects, language being one of them. The immigrant family, while slightly different from the highly mobile expatriate family, illustrates very well the impact of location upon members. The children have every reason to engage with the new culture in order to feel acceptance and belonging with their peers. Parents rarely are able to keep up the same pace, and may even stagnate at some point in the process of cultural assimilation. Kourvetaris describes the second generation Greek immigrant family in which the parents struggle to maintain influence over their children who are quickly becoming Americanized. If the parents do not compromise aspects of their culture in order to relate to their children, the latter tend to pull away and culturally go where the parents are unable to follow (1998, p. 94). The reverse of this situation can be seen in expatriate families whose TCKs return to the home country after the period abroad. During the reentry process, the parents regain their expert status in the culture. Their children may be almost grown, but they must once again look to their parents for cultural guidance. TCKs who reenter at university age are usually more dependent on their families than their monocultural peers, because of the experience they lack in the home country (Pollock & Van Reken, 1999, pp. 255).

The multicultural families who succeed in reconciling cultures in their every day interactions develop a unique blend, a family culture that sets them somewhat apart from society. The family members realize that the life patterns they have developed are not readily available elsewhere, and the need for such familiarity draws them together. Once this family culture has been well established, its members may feel suppressed in or alienated from the monocultural society around them. Of utmost importance to the multicultural are other multiculturals, be it family or an international community (Morgan, 2008). 

This discussion, while it may seem specialized, may well be of interest to everyone. Ted Ward says that TCKs are “prototype [citizens] of the twenty-first century” (quoted in & Van Reken, 1999, pp. 7). The same could be said of intercultural couples, and combinations of these. For example, Helen Fail found in 1995 that among American children living overseas, the percentage coming from families with parents from two cultures had risen from 25 to 42% since 1960 (p. 44). There is no reason to doubt that these numbers are still growing, causing many more to engage the adventure of multiculturalism within their own families.

The adventure exists because of the risk that cross-cultural interaction entails. Challenges of overcoming misunderstandings, communicating effectively, and evening out unequal proficiencies can lead to the advantages of creative interaction, adaptability, and strong family cohesion, just to name a few. True, the excitement of international voyage is more available than ever; however, to find the most engaging culture-crossing tales, the “travel” writers may soon have to look homeward.
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