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Abstract 

Globalization has produced an increasing population whose formative years unfold across 

multiple national and cultural contexts (Pollock & Van Reken, 2017). Third-Culture Kids (TCKs), 

those who grow up within different cultures of their birth and parents’ cultures through repeated 

mobility, developing identities shaped by movement rather than singular place-based 

rootedness. Yet while mobility is widely normalized, far less attention has been given to how 

these experiences are carried into adulthood and negotiated within urban life. 

This thesis argues that cities must be understood and designed as care infrastructures. Focusing 

on Adult Third-Culture Kids (ATCKs), it examines how urban environments support or 

constrain belonging for individuals whose identities are shaped by mobility. Through a 

qualitative comparative case study of Singapore and New York City, this research draws on 

interviews, stakeholder perspectives, and policy analysis to examine how relational, 

institutional, and spatial systems shape everyday continuity, with a focus on Singapore.  

Findings show that belonging among ATCKs is mainly relational rather than spatial, sustained 

through informal networks such as friendships and community ties, while cities determine how 

these forms of care are made visible and accessible. Singapore offers more legible and structured 

institutional pathways, yet reinforces certain social boundaries, while New York City provides 

abundant but fragmented resources that require greater individual navigation. 

Positioning care infrastructure as central to urban planning, this thesis reframes belonging as a 

spatial, social, and institutional outcome. It shifts the focus from mobility as movement across 

places to mobility as a condition that requires sustained systems of support. In doing so, it asks 

how cities can hold continuity and belonging in motion. 
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I. Introduction 

Globalization continually reshapes patterns of human mobility. Economic integration, shifting 

labor markets, and the rise of transnational professions especially in the last few decades have 

produced populations whose lives unfold across borders rather than within a single nation-state. 

Children raised in internationally mobile families (including those of diplomats, missionaries, 

military personnel, corporate staff, and aid workers) often experience repeated relocation during 

formative years. As these children transition into adulthood, they carry forward developmental 

patterns shaped by mobility, adaptation, and relational discontinuity. 

While existing scholarship has begun to examine how mobility shapes childhood development 

and cross-cultural identity formation, far less attention has been given to how these experiences 

persist into adulthood and are negotiated within urban life. In this thesis, globally mobile 

populations refer broadly to individuals whose lives are shaped by movement across national, 

cultural, or institutional contexts, including migrants, expatriates, international students, and 

transnational families. Within this broader landscape, Adult Third-Culture Kids (ATCKs) 

represent a distinct and underexamined group. Their identities are shaped through sustained 

cross-cultural mobility during formative years, with these experiences continuing to influence 

how they build relationships, navigate institutions, and understand belonging in adulthood. 

ATCKs are not treated here as representative of all globally mobile populations. Rather, they 

provide a focused lens through which the longer-term social and infrastructural effects of 

mobility can be examined. Their experiences are increasingly relevant as transnational 

education, multinational employment, and cross-cultural family structures continue to expand 

under contemporary globalization, producing populations whose experiences of belonging are 

shaped through movement across places rather than attachment to a single place. Yet while 
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many cities celebrate diversity and global connectivity, urban systems often remain organized 

around assumptions of geographic stability and linear settlement. As a result, mobility-shaped 

individuals frequently navigate housing, services, and social environments that are not fully 

structured to support continuity across movement.  

This thesis therefore positions ATCK experiences at the intersection of global mobility, 

developmental identity formation, and urban planning, using them as a defined case for 

examining wider questions of mobility and the hidden assumptions within our urban systems. It 

introduces care infrastructure as a conceptual lens for understanding how spatial and 

institutional systems might support continuity across migration. By examining ATCKs in 

Singapore and New York City, the paper explores how different planning cultures shape access 

to support, socio-spatial rootedness, and everyday navigation within globally connected cities. In 

doing so, the study extends its insights beyond ATCKs themselves, contributing toward a 

broader understanding of how urban systems might better respond to increasingly mobile 

populations across the globe. 

Against this backdrop, the experiences of globally mobile individuals must be understood in 

relation to the urban contexts in which they are situated. Singapore and New York City provide a 

compelling comparative lens through which to examine how mobility-shaped lives are mediated 

by different planning environments. Both function as global hubs for migration, education, 

multiculturalism, diplomacy, finance, and transnational labor, attracting diverse, highly mobile 

populations. However, their planning cultures differ significantly. Singapore operates through 

centralized state-led planning and integrated welfare infrastructure, while New York City is 

shaped by a more pluralistic environment influenced by market forces, civic actors, and 

decentralized governance. These contrasts allow the research to examine how governance 
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structures and spatial systems shape access to care, continuity, and belonging for ATCKs, while 

offering insights that extend to globally mobile populations more broadly. 

Primary Research Question:​

How do Adult Third-Culture Kids experience belonging and support systems of everyday life in 

New York City and Singapore, and how can these experiences inform urban approaches to 

supporting globally mobile populations as a whole? 

Secondary Research Questions: 

●​ How do Adult Third-Culture Kids construct a sense of belonging, and identity continuity 

in adulthood within urban environments? 

●​ What forms of care, whether spatial, social, institutional, or relational, do Adult 

Third-Culture Kids rely on, and where do gaps in support emerge? 

●​ How do planning frameworks, policies, and governance structures in Singapore and New 

York City shape belonging and access in everyday life for Adult Third-Culture Kids? 

●​ In what ways do built environments and/or social infrastructures in Singapore and New 

York City support or force assimilation, especially for Adult Third-Culture Kids? 

●​ What planning principles and care infrastructure strategies could support populations 

whose identities are shaped by mobility and forms of social rootedness? 
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II. Framework Definitions 

This section establishes the conceptual foundations of the thesis by defining key terms of: 

Third-Culture Kids, Adult Third-Culture Kids, Care Infrastructure, and Urban Planning. 

Drawing from planning theory, care studies, and TCK literature, it develops a shared analytical 

framework for understanding and examining ATCK experiences across urban contexts, while 

positioning urban planning as a governance ecosystem that shapes how care, continuity, and 

belonging are produced and accessed. While the term Third-Culture Kid (TCK) is widely used 

across disciplines, definitions vary, and not all forms of mobility produce comparable 

developmental outcomes. Establishing clear criteria ensures conceptual precision, strengthens 

methodological rigor, and enables consistent interpretation of participant experiences.  

II-A Origins of Third-Culture Kids 

The term Third-Culture Kid (TCK) was coined in the 1950s by sociologists Ruth Hill Useem and 

John Useem while living in India and raising their children in a cultural setting distinct from 

their American background (Harmon, 2023). The Useems observed that their children were 

neither fully rooted in their parents’ culture nor fully assimilated into the host culture. Instead, 

they participated in a shared social world formed among similarly mobile peers. This “third 

culture” was not tied to geography but emerged relationally as an adaptation from their shared 

experiences of movement and repeated transition over time. 

Within this framework, the first culture refers to the parents’ culture of origin, the second to the 

host culture, and the third to the relational space formed among individuals who share patterns 

of cross-cultural mobility. This third culture is therefore portable rather than territorial, rooted 

in interpersonal continuity, memory, and adaptive practices rather than fixed place. 
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As global mobility increased, the conceptual scope of TCKs expanded beyond parental 

occupation toward developmental experience. Pollock and Van Reken (2017) introduced the 

broader framework of Cross-Cultural Kids (CCKs), recognizing that cultural hybridity may 

emerge through multiple forms of exposure. While this broader category acknowledges diverse 

trajectories, this thesis retains the term Third-Culture Kid to maintain analytical specificity, 

focusing on identities shaped through sustained or repeated mobility during formative years. 

Traditional developmental frameworks, such as Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development 

(1950), assume relatively stable socio-cultural environments during identity formation. 

Sustained mobility may complicate or extend this process, producing non-linear identity 

trajectories not fully captured by conventional models (Walters & Auton-Cuff, 2009). As 

individuals transition into adulthood, the institutional scaffolding that once structured mobility 

(such as schools, family-managed relocations, and peer networks) often recedes. In its absence, 

continuity must be constructed independently within urban systems not explicitly designed to 

recognize mobility-shaped identities. 

Positioning TCKs and their adult counterparts within urban planning discourse enables 

examination of how cities mediate the long-term effects of formative mobility. As globalization, 

climate migration, and transnational education continue to expand mobile populations, urban 

systems increasingly encounter identities shaped through movement rather than singular 

socio-spatial rootedness. Cities, as sites of governance, infrastructure coordination, and 

everyday social life, therefore play a critical role in shaping how mobility is experienced, 

supported, and sustained. 

Page 8 



 

II-B Operationalized Definitions 

TCKs, ATCKs, and Care infrastructure are therefore defined as follows, forming the analytical 

foundation for examining how urban environments shape belonging and continuity. 

B-1. Third-Culture Kids (TCKs) 

In this thesis, TCKs are defined as individuals who experienced significant cross-cultural 

mobility during their formative years, understood here as ages zero to 21. Their identities 

develop through repeated exposure to multiple cultural contexts, shaping their sense of 

belonging, and relational patterns during development. This aligns with Pollock and Van 

Reken’s (2017) conceptualization of TCKs as individuals who grow up between cultures rather 

than fully within a single one. 

This study builds on early research centered on children of diplomatic, missionary, military, and 

expatriate families, refining the definition to foreground multiple relocations and sustained 

cross-cultural transitions as central to identity formation. While this narrows the scope, the 

term TCK is retained to preserve analytical specificity, emphasizing identities shaped through 

mobility across distinct cultural contexts. 

Operationally, individuals are considered TCKs in this study if they: 

●​ Experienced sustained relocation across national or culturally distinct environments 

during formative years (ages 0–21) due to parental occupation, or 

●​ Were raised in cross-cultural contexts involving ongoing movement between heritage 

and host cultures across different national settings. 

Page 9 



 

This definition centers on sustained cross-national mobility during formative years and ongoing 

cross-cultural negotiation. The study does not focus on short-term, singular, or primarily 

education-driven mobility, or where identity formation is not significantly shaped by 

cross-cultural transition. This may include immigrants, asylum seekers, refugees, and 

international students. 

TCK literature identifies several common developmental features. Many develop adaptability, 

intercultural awareness, and the ability to interpret social environments with nuance (Pollock & 

Van Reken, 2017; Moore & Barker, 2012). These strengths often coexist with vulnerabilities, 

including transient attachments and a tendency toward relational rather than place-based 

belonging, which may complicate long-term stability (Lijadi & Van Schalkwyk, 2017; Walters & 

Auton-Cuff, 2009). These patterns inform the definition adopted in this study, which 

understands TCKs as individuals whose identities are formed through multiple cross-national 

movements and continual cross-cultural negotiation.  

B-2. Adult Third-Culture Kids (ATCKs) 

Adult Third-Culture Kids (ATCKs) are generally understood in existing literature as individuals 

who meet the criteria for Third-Culture Kids and are now navigating adulthood, carrying the 

long-term effects of formative cross-cultural mobility into later life (Pollock & Van Reken, 2017; 

Lijadi & Van Schalkwyk, 2017). Building on this foundation, this study defines ATCKs as 

individuals aged 21 and above whose early cross-national mobility continues to shape their 

relational, emotional, and spatial experiences. The focus shifts from childhood adaptation to 

how mobility-shaped identities are integrated and negotiated in adult life. 

In adulthood, individuals must construct stability, relationships, and community without the 

institutional scaffolding that once structured transitions. Belonging is therefore less given and 
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more actively produced. ATCKs often demonstrate intercultural competence, flexibility, and 

ease across diverse environments, yet may also experience challenges in forming long-term 

attachments or identifying a stable sense of home (Fail, Thompson, & Walker, 2004; Lijadi & 

Van Schalkwyk, 2017). 

The transition into adulthood reveals structural gaps in care infrastructure. Supports such as 

international schools, transition programs, and mobile peer networks are time and 

socioeconomically bounded, and recede as individuals age out of them (Pollock & Van Reken, 

2017; Miller et al., 2020; Trethewy et al., 2022). In their absence, ATCKs must independently 

construct continuity within urban environments that accommodate diversity but rarely 

recognize mobility-shaped lives as a sustained developmental condition (Doherty et al., 2023; 

Caselius & Suutari, 2025). 

Cities tend to organize social life around assumptions of territorial permanence, legibility, and 

stable life trajectories. For ATCKs, these assumptions obscure the cumulative effects of repeated 

transition, loss, and relational disruption (Starr et al., 2017; Trethewy et al., 2022). As a result, 

belonging in adulthood is not inherited but actively reconstructed, often producing forms of 

emotional and spatial dislocation within globally connected urban environments (Fail et al., 

2004; Pollock & Van Reken, 2017).  

This thesis engages ATCKs as a distinct analytical lens within global mobility discourse because 

their identities are shaped developmentally rather than post-developmentally. By examining 

ATCKs, the research highlights how urban environments can better support forms of belonging 

shaped through mobility and continuously negotiated. At the same time, these characteristics 

often overlap with other globally mobile experiences, making it necessary to clarify how ATCKs 

differ from adjacent populations. 
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Differentiating between TCKs and Other Globally-Mobile Populations 

The distinction between Third-Culture Kids (TCKs) and other globally mobile populations lies 

not in mobility itself, but in its timing, structure, and conditions. TCKs experience sustained and 

repeated cross-national mobility during their formative years, typically as an inherited condition 

shaped by parental or guardian relocation. This mobility is often mediated through 

transnational institutions, such as international schools or expatriate systems, which structure 

movement across contexts without eliminating disruption. As a result, identity is formed 

through mobility itself, and belonging is often relational and continuously negotiated rather 

than place-based. 

In contrast, other globally mobile populations, including migrants, refugees, international 

students, and expatriates, may also experience cross-cultural movement, including during 

childhood, but their mobility is more often singular, constrained, or differently structured, and 

shaped by varying degrees of choice, necessity, and access to institutional support. Expatriates, 

in particular, typically move as adults for employment purposes, meaning their mobility does 

not constitute a developmental condition in the same way. Consequently, while expatriates may 

facilitate TCK experiences for their children, they themselves are not considered ATCKs. 

While overlaps exist across globally mobile populations, particularly in cases of childhood 

mobility, this study focuses on individuals whose experiences are characterized by repeated 

cross-national transitions during formative years, mobility structured through parental 

relocation, and engagement with transnational institutional systems. These conditions shape 

identity through mobility itself, distinguishing TCKs and ATCKs as a specific analytical group, 

while recognizing that mobility experiences are more complex and uneven in practice. The 
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following section then builds on these distinctions to operationalize care infrastructure as a 

framework for analyzing how cities enable or constrain continuity and support. 

B-3. Care Infrastructure 

In this thesis, rather than referring solely to formal welfare services, care infrastructure 

encompasses the broader networks that support individuals navigating mobility-shaped 

identities. These include relational institutions such as faith communities, peer networks, and 

cultural associations. Spatial forms of social infrastructure, including cafés, parks, libraries, and 

walkable streets, enable everyday encounters that support belonging. Institutional supports such 

as counseling services, educational environments, and transition-oriented programs further 

contribute to these networks. Digital platforms and online communities may also function as 

care infrastructure when they sustain relationships across distance and movement. In this 

thesis, care infrastructure is therefore understood as a distributed system that operates across 

physical space, social relationships, and institutional structures. 

Care is conceptualized here as a collective and spatially embedded condition rather than an 

individualized responsibility. It is not limited to interpersonal acts, but emerges through the 

systems, environments, and resources that make support possible in everyday life. This 

perspective aligns with definitions of care as the ongoing work of maintaining and sustaining 

life, extending beyond private relationships to the broader conditions that structure urban living 

(Power & Williams, 2019). As such, care is shaped by governance systems and spatial 

arrangements within cities. Urban environments therefore play a critical role in determining 

how care is accessed, experienced, and sustained. 

Building on this understanding, care infrastructure is structured through two primary 

interconnected dimensions: spatial and relational, each shaped by institutional structures. 
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Spatial dimensions refer to how care is distributed and encountered across environments, 

including the organization and accessibility of homes, public spaces, community settings, and 

institutional services. Within this is a material dimension, encompassing the tangible resources 

and infrastructures, such as housing, transport systems, and healthcare. Relational dimensions 

focus on the individuals, communities, and institutional actors who give and receive care, 

emphasizing the reciprocal and networked nature of caring practices (Power & Williams, 2019). 

These dimensions position care as embedded within the socio-spatial and institutional 

organization of urban life.  

These systems operate across multiple scales, from households and neighborhoods to citywide 

institutions and governance structures. Care emerges through the interaction between formal 

systems, such as public services, healthcare, and education, and informal networks, including 

friendships, cultural communities, and mutual support groups. Governance frameworks 

influence how these layers interact, shaping whether support systems are visible, and sustained 

over time. The distribution of such infrastructures is uneven, and inequalities in provision can 

reinforce social fragmentation or exclusion (Latham & Layton, 2019). Care infrastructure is 

therefore not only materially provided but also shaped through regulatory, institutional, and 

spatial arrangements that determine access and continuity. 

At the level of everyday experience, care is enacted through social infrastructure that enables 

interaction, encounter, and participation in public life. Spaces such as libraries, cafés, parks, and 

streets provide opportunities for low-stakes engagement, familiarity, and the development of 

social ties. These interactions support forms of belonging that do not rely on long-term 

rootedness, but instead emerge through repeated exposure and participation in shared 

environments. In this sense, care is not only delivered through formal systems but also produced 

through everyday social practices embedded in the built environment (Latham & Layton, 2019). 
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Such infrastructures generate forms of social connection and trust that are foundational to 

urban belonging. 

Care infrastructure also operates through both formal and informal mechanisms. Formal 

systems include state-supported services, institutional programs, and regulated public 

amenities. Informal systems emerge through relational networks, including friendships, family 

ties, and community-based support. These two domains are interdependent, as informal 

practices often extend, complement, or repair gaps within formal provision (Frogner & Hanisch, 

2025). Care infrastructures are therefore dynamic rather than fixed, evolving through ongoing 

social interaction and adaptation to changing needs. 

Care infrastructure also operates symbolically, shaping not only material access to support but 

also individuals’ psychological sense of stability and security. The perceived availability of 

reliable support systems can reduce uncertainty and anxiety, even when such systems are not 

directly used (Schmitz & Brandt, 2022). This psychological dimension is particularly significant 

for individuals navigating mobility and transition, where continuity cannot be assumed and 

environments must be interpreted for cues of reliability and support. 

Taken together, care infrastructure in this thesis is understood as a multi-scalar and 

socio-spatial system that encompasses environments, relationships, institutions, and everyday 

practices. It is produced through the interaction of governance, design, and social life, and is 

experienced through both formal provision and informal encounter. For individuals whose 

identities have been shaped by mobility, such as ATCKs, care must remain flexible enough to 

move across contexts while also providing stable points of connection. This framing positions 

care infrastructure as a foundational condition through which continuity, belonging, and 
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support are made possible within contemporary urban environments, and establishes the basis 

for examining how urban systems can better respond to mobility-shaped lives. 

B-4. Urban Planning as a Social Infrastructure Ecosystem 

Building on the understanding of care infrastructure as a multi-scalar system of spatial, 

material, and relational support, this thesis positions urban planning as the mechanism through 

which these systems are coordinated and made accessible within cities. Rather than treating 

planning as purely technical, it is understood here as a relational practice that mediates how 

built and social infrastructures are coordinated, accessed, and lived.  

Urban planning is traditionally understood as a technical and regulatory practice concerned 

with land use, development control, and the spatial organization of cities (e.g., Edward J. Kaiser 

& Philip R. Berke; Nigel Taylor). In this thesis, however, planning is conceptualized more 

broadly as a social and relational practice that shapes the conditions under which urban life 

unfolds. From this perspective, planning does not simply determine where activities occur; it 

organizes how individuals can access resources, navigate urban systems, and encounter others 

in everyday life. 

Within this framework, planning is not enacted by a single authority, but through a distributed 

network of actors operating across multiple scales. State institutions establish regulatory 

frameworks and allocate resources; private sector actors shape the form and distribution of the 

built environment through investment and development; civil society organizations provide 

services and sustain social networks; and everyday urban users actively produce space through 

daily practices. Planning therefore emerges through the interaction of these actors, rather than 

solely through formal institutional processes. 
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This perspective aligns with planning theory that positions planning as inherently relational and 

politically situated. As Susan Fainstein (2000) argues, planning involves ongoing negotiation 

between competing values, interests, and visions of collective life, rather than the neutral 

production of spatial outcomes. Similarly, Patsy Healey (1998; 2024) frames planning as a 

process of building institutional capacity for place-making, emphasizing coordination, 

collaboration, and long-term relational development. Planning is thus not only technical, but 

deeply embedded in questions of equity and access within urban futures. 

Extending this understanding, this thesis adopts an infrastructural perspective, recognizing that 

cities are constituted not only through plans and policies, but through the provision and 

maintenance of systems that enable social life. As Alan Latham and Jack Layton (2019) 

demonstrate, social infrastructure, including libraries, parks, schools, and everyday gathering 

spaces, plays a critical role in facilitating interaction, fostering trust, and enabling forms of 

public life. Planning is therefore central not only to the design of space, but to the distribution, 

accessibility, and quality of these infrastructures. 

From this perspective, cities can be understood as urban care ecosystems, where spatial 

arrangements, material infrastructures, and relational networks interact to shape how care is 

experienced. Planning decisions determine how resources are distributed, how services are 

accessed, and how different populations are supported within the city. These decisions are not 

neutral; they reflect specific governance structures, institutional priorities, and 

political-economic conditions. As a result, the capacity of a city to support continuity and 

belonging is unevenly produced across neighborhoods and populations. 

For globally mobile populations such as Adult Third-Culture Kids (ATCKs), these dynamics are 

particularly significant. Experiences of belonging depend not only on physical environments, but 
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on the ability to access and navigate infrastructures that support continuity across contexts. 

Planning decisions that affect the legibility of urban systems, the accessibility of services, and 

the availability of social infrastructure can either support or constrain these experiences. 

Coherent and accessible systems can foster orientation and stability, while fragmented or 

exclusionary ones can intensify dislocation. 

Accordingly, urban planning in this thesis is conceptualized as a distributed system of 

governance and coordination that shapes how care infrastructures are produced and 

experienced over time. It encompasses formal institutions, market actors, civil society 

organizations, and everyday practices, all of which contribute to the organization of urban life. 

Planning does not operate in isolation; it interacts with social relations and infrastructural 

systems to shape how care is accessed and sustained. 

This framing allows cities such as Singapore and New York City to be understood not simply as 

regulatory environments, but as distinct configurations of urban care ecosystems. By examining 

how planning systems organize the interaction between actors, infrastructures, and institutions, 

this thesis analyzes how different cities produce varying conditions of continued care, and 

belonging. Urban planning thus emerges not only as a tool of spatial coordination, but as a 

central mechanism through which the conditions of everyday life are structured and negotiated. 
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III. Research Design 

This study adopts an exploratory qualitative comparative case study design to examine how 

urban systems in New York City and Singapore function as care infrastructures for Adult Third 

Culture Kids (ATCKs). Positioned at the intersection of global mobility, care, and urban 

planning, this research engages a relatively underexplored area of inquiry; an exploratory 

approach is therefore appropriate for identifying emerging patterns, relationships, and 

conceptual insights rather than testing predetermined hypotheses. Given the study’s focus on 

identity formation, belonging, and psychosocial continuity within urban environments, 

qualitative methods are well suited to capturing the relational and experiential dimensions of 

ATCK life. Accordingly, the research does not aim for statistical generalizability, but instead 

develops an interpretive understanding of how ATCKs navigate urban systems and how 

planning frameworks may support or constrain their ability to establish grounding in adulthood. 

Research Paradigm and Theoretical Positioning 

The research is situated within an interpretivist paradigm, which recognizes that belonging and 

care are socially constructed, context-dependent, and shaped through lived experience. ATCKs 

are treated as a strategically selected population whose developmental trajectories, formed 

through repeated international mobility during formative years, reveal emerging challenges 

within contemporary global cities. Examining this group allows the research to explore how 

planning systems respond to residents whose identities are not rooted in a single place and 

whose sense of home is assembled across multiple cultural and spatial contexts. 
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Case Study Framework 

New York City and Singapore were selected as comparative cases due to their shared status as 

globally connected metropolitan environments with significant internationally mobile 

populations, yet distinct governance models, planning philosophies, and care infrastructures. 

New York City reflects a decentralized and pluralistic system shaped by layered public, private, 

and nonprofit actors, while Singapore represents a highly centralized, state-directed planning 

system with explicit social cohesion and identity objectives. These contrasts provide a useful 

basis for examining how different planning cultures conceptualize and operationalize care for 

residents whose identities are shaped through movement rather than single-place attachment. 

In practice, however, the empirical design of this research more closely follows an N+1 

comparative model, with Singapore serving as the primary case study and New York City 

functioning as a secondary reference point. This structure reflects differences in participant 

access and available institutional insights, allowing Singapore to be examined in greater depth 

while New York City provides an additional urban context through which key patterns and 

contrasts can be interpreted. 

Data Collection Methods 

Data for this study were collected primarily through semi-structured interviews. The primary 

dataset consists of in-depth interviews with ATCKs currently residing in either one of the two 

case cities. These interviews explored participants’ experiences of belonging, adaptation, 

stability, identity formation, access to formal and informal support systems, and interactions 

with urban infrastructures where relevant. Participants were also asked to reflect on their future 

aspirations and how their experiences of developmental mobility shaped their expectations for 

stability and place. 
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A smaller set of interviews was conducted with care providers and community stakeholders. In 

Singapore, interviews were conducted with an educator from OMF Singapore, and a counsellor 

from a youth-focused mental healthcare provider (Limitless Singapore). In New York City, I 

spoke with the founder of an ATCK-focused Instagram community (@thirdculturekidsNYC) that 

facilitates awareness and community-building among globally mobile individuals. These 

stakeholder perspectives help situate ATCK narratives within the broader landscape of local care 

networks and support structures. 

Document and policy analysis also formed part of the research design. Planning policies, social 

infrastructure strategies, youth and adult wellbeing frameworks, as well as housing and 

community development documents in each city were reviewed to understand how urban 

systems conceptualize belonging, stability, and care. Particular attention was given to whether 

these policies explicitly or implicitly address the needs of mobile or culturally hybrid 

populations. This analysis allows for comparison between institutional frameworks and the lived 

experiences described by ATCK participants. 

Sampling Strategy 

This study employed purposive and network-based sampling to identify Adult Third-Culture 

Kids (ATCKs) and relevant stakeholders with experience navigating mobility-shaped identities 

within the two case cities. These approaches were selected to ensure depth, relevance, and 

diversity of experiences among participants whose developmental mobility backgrounds align 

with the research focus. 

Recruitment began by approaching organizations and community networks that engage with 

internationally mobile populations. One key entry point was the Overseas Missionary Fellowship 

(OMF), a faith-based organization that supports internationally mobile families and maintains 
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chapters in both Singapore and the United States. However, the United States chapter notably 

did not have much data to share on ATCKs due to lack of interaction. Communication was 

primarily done between the parent(s) and the OMF liaison, which was also ‘not much’ (OMF US 

liaison, personal communication, January 9, 2026) . Thus, I sought out a NYC-specific ATCK 

community platform, and found @thirdculturekidsNYC on Instagram. Because these 

organizations and communities often function as relational anchors for globally mobile youths 

and adults, they serve as strategic entry points for identifying potential ATCK participants. 

Following initial outreach, I contacted organizational or community representatives with a 

formal request to disseminate study information to their members. Once a contact person 

agreed, they circulated a recruitment message outlining the purpose of the study, participation 

requirements, and instructions for expressing interest. Interested individuals then contacted me 

directly via email. I subsequently administered brief screening questions to verify eligibility 

based on criteria such as age (21 years-old and above) and internationally mobile background. 

Individuals who met the criteria were then provided with an Informed Consent document 

explaining the research objectives, procedures, potential risks, and intended data use so that 

participants could make an informed decision about participation. 

Participants were also offered a choice regarding their preferred level of identification. Options 

included full anonymity (for example, “A-1”), a pseudonym (such as “Onyx”), use of a first name 

only, or use of a full name. After eligibility and consent were confirmed, participants were 

invited to schedule a 45–75 minute interview. 

In addition to organizational recruitment, snowball sampling was used to broaden the 

participant pool. Participants were invited to share the study information with other ATCKs who 

might meet the inclusion criteria. When appropriate and with consent, I contacted referred 
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individuals via email, introduced the study, and provided the same screening questions and 

consent materials used in the primary recruitment pathway. Interviews were scheduled only 

after eligibility and informed consent were confirmed. 

Alongside ATCK interviews, I conducted two formal stakeholder interviews in Singapore and 

one informal conversation with a community stakeholder in New York City. The Singapore 

stakeholders worked with individuals involved in youth development, mental health care, faith 

communities, and community-based support systems. These stakeholder perspectives provided 

institutional context for understanding how urban care infrastructures respond to 

mobility-shaped identities and where gaps may exist. 

Recruitment pathways for stakeholder interviews proved more productive in Singapore, where 

institutional organizations and community-based services were more easily identifiable and 

accessible. In contrast, recruitment in New York City relied more heavily on targeted outreach 

through online discovery. This difference contributed to a research structure in which Singapore 

provided a more holistic insight than New York City. 

Across both case sites, a total of eight ATCKs were interviewed, including four participants from 

Singapore and four from New York City. In addition, two care providers from Singapore were 

interviewed as institutional stakeholders. The study prioritizes depth of narrative insight and 

contextual understanding over statistical representativeness, consistent with qualitative 

exploratory research approaches. 

Page 23 



 

Childhood Mobility of ATCKs Interviewed​

 

Image Source: Author 

Figure 1. Geographic distribution of participant mobility trajectories.  

This map illustrates the transnational mobility backgrounds of study participants, indicating the range 

of countries and regions across which individuals experienced formative relocation. The visualization is 

intended to situate the sample within broader patterns of global mobility rather than to represent 

comprehensive or generalizable flows. Singapore and New York City are highlighted as current points 

of residence, while other locations reflect prior sites of upbringing or transition. The figure 

demonstrates the geographically distributed nature of the participant sample and provides context for 

interpreting their experiences of mobility and belonging. 

Analytical Approach 

Data analysis proceeded through three iterative phases. The first phase involved inductive 

coding of interview transcripts, stakeholder interviews, and supporting documents, including 

policy and planning materials. This stage identified recurring patterns related to mobility, 

belonging, institutional encounters, and support systems. Codes were generated directly from 

participants’ accounts to capture how they navigated urban environments. 

The second phase applied theoretical coding to connect emerging themes with concepts from 

the literature review, including anticipatory and restorative care, formal and informal 

infrastructures, and spatial and relational belonging. Inductive codes were grouped into broader 
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analytical categories to interpret how different forms of support function as elements of care. 

This process enabled a more structured understanding of how institutional and relational 

systems shape experiences of mobility. It also clarified how care operates across multiple scales 

within urban environments. 

The final phase involved cross-case comparison between Singapore and New York City. This 

stage examined how differences in planning cultures, governance structures, and social 

infrastructures shape ATCK experiences. Rather than evaluating which city performs better, the 

comparison remains interpretive in focus. It highlights how distinct urban systems produce 

different affordances, constraints, and pathways through which mobility-shaped identities are 

navigated. Findings were synthesized into thematic categories, including relational networks, 

institutional services, educational and linguistic boundary-making, and care navigation. These 

categories form the basis for the findings presented in the following chapter. They also inform 

planning recommendations addressing social, spatial, and governance dimensions of care 

infrastructure for globally mobile populations.  

Page 25 



 

IV. Literature Review 

Across contemporary scholarship, belonging is increasingly conceptualized not as an innate 

psychological state, but as a condition produced through intersecting emotional, social, and 

spatial systems. Rather than emerging solely from individual identity, belonging is shaped by 

the infrastructures, environments, and relationships that enable continuity and support over 

time. Research in care theory foregrounds how systems of support structure interdependence 

and stability (The Care Collective, 2020), while TCK literature highlights how identity formation 

unfolds within conditions of global mobility and repeated transition (Tarique & Weisbord, 

2013). Planning scholarship adds a critical spatial dimension, demonstrating that belonging is 

closely tied to place-based continuity, environmental affordances, and the material organization 

of everyday life (Lewicka, 2011). 

Despite these shared concerns, these bodies of literature rarely intersect in a sustained or 

systematic way. Care scholarship often centers relational and institutional support systems 

without fully engaging spatial design and planning mechanisms. TCK and ATCK literature, in 

turn, foregrounds identity and mobility but tends to under-theorize the infrastructural and 

environmental conditions that shape lived experience. Planning theory addresses space and 

continuity, yet frequently does so without explicitly engaging care as a structuring condition of 

belonging. As a result, belonging remains fragmented across disciplinary lenses. 

This literature review responds to this gap by synthesizing three strands of scholarship: care 

infrastructure, TCK and ATCK identity development, and urban planning as a spatial 

mechanism of belonging. It begins by examining care infrastructure as a socio-material system 

that structures support, stability, and relational continuity. It then considers how globally 

mobile individuals navigate identity and belonging across shifting contexts. Finally, it situates 
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urban planning as a mediating framework through which care and belonging are spatially 

produced, governed, and experienced. 

IV-A. Care Infrastructure: Systems, Scale, and Conditions for Support 

Recent scholarship has moved decisively away from understanding care as a private or purely 

interpersonal act. Instead, it is increasingly framed as a collective, socio-material system that 

must be institutionally organized and spatially supported. The Care Collective (2020) critiques 

how neoliberal restructuring has shifted responsibility onto individuals and households, even as 

structural support has been withdrawn. In response, they position care as infrastructural, 

dependent on governance, resources, and the spatial arrangements of everyday life. Under this 

lens, care is not defined by intention alone; it is made possible, or constrained, by the conditions 

through which it is delivered. 

Urban scholarship deepens this shift by locating care within the production of urban space and 

inequality. Gabauer et al. (2021) show that care and neglect are not evenly distributed but are 

structured through welfare retrenchment, spatial marginalization, and institutional absence. 

What emerges is a reframing in which care is no longer simply a moral or interpersonal practice. 

It becomes an outcome of urban political economy and spatial organization, embedded in the 

ways cities allocate resources and structure access (Gabauer et al., 2021). As a result, the 

question of who is cared for is intertwined with how urban systems are designed and governed. 

Yet the literature reveals a persistent tension. Efforts to scale care through institutional systems 

often generate concern about the loss of relational depth. Schaffer (2024), drawing on historical 

debates, illustrates how early attempts to formalize care were met with fears that bureaucratic 

structures would strip away emotional nuance and tacit knowledge. Institutionalization brings 
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reach and consistency, but it also introduces standardization. The tension between scale and 

relationality therefore remains unresolved and continues to shape how care systems are 

designed and critiqued. 

More recent empirical work complicates any notion of care infrastructure as stable or complete. 

Frogner and Hanisch (2025) describe care as ongoing “maintenance, repair, and independence 

work,” emphasizing the continuous labor required to sustain support systems. In parallel, 

Letelier Troncoso et al. (2024) document how communities assemble “communitarian 

weavings,” where informal networks, digital tools, and collective action emerge in response to 

institutional gaps. These accounts point to a different reality in which care infrastructures are 

partial, adaptive, and continually reworked. Rather than fully formed systems, they function as 

evolving assemblages shaped by both provision and improvisation. 

A further strand of literature shifts attention toward the spatial production of care. Care is not 

only delivered through services; it is also enacted through environments. Williams et al. (2025) 

frame care-full public spaces through governance, material design, and everyday performance, 

emphasizing how care is embedded in urban public life rather than confined to private or 

institutional settings (Williams et al., 2025). Streets, parks, and community spaces therefore 

become integral to care infrastructure, shaping who can access support and how social 

interaction unfolds. In this sense, care is embedded in the ordinary fabric of the city and is 

structured through design decisions, regulatory frameworks, and patterns of use. 

Alongside these structural perspectives, research on social infrastructure highlights the 

importance of everyday interaction in sustaining care. Latham and Layton (2019) argue that 

spaces such as libraries, cafés, and streets support the public life of cities by enabling encounter, 

familiarity, and low-stakes social participation. These interactions generate forms of social 
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connection and trust that are foundational to urban belonging. In this sense, care is not only 

delivered through formal systems but also enacted through everyday social encounters 

embedded within the built environment. 

At the same time, care infrastructure operates beyond its immediate functional role. It also 

carries affective and symbolic weight. Schmitz and Brandt (2022) find that simply perceiving 

care systems as available can improve wellbeing, even without direct use. The implication is 

subtle but important. Infrastructure stabilizes not only material conditions but also expectations 

of support. In contexts of uncertainty or vulnerability, this perception becomes a form of 

psychological anchoring. 

Emerging “Caring City” frameworks attempt to consolidate these insights at the urban scale 

(The Care Manifesto
1
, 2020). Rather than treating care as residual or private, they position it as 

a public and municipal responsibility embedded within planning and governance. Müller et al. 

(2025) highlight how such approaches integrate neighbourhood-based services, outreach 

systems, and social infrastructure into broader urban policy, while emphasizing the role of local 

environments in enabling or constraining care (Müller et al., 2025). Yet these efforts remain 

uneven and politically contingent. Without sustained commitment, care risks remaining 

fragmented and visible only in moments of crisis, rather than embedded in everyday systems. 

The literature presents care infrastructure as a multi-scalar, socio-spatial system shaped by 

ongoing tensions. These include the balance between individual and institutional responsibility, 

1
 A group comprising of the following care-advocates based in London:​

Andreas Chatzidakis, a Professor of Marketing and Consumer Culture at Royal Holloway University of London​
Jamie Hakim is Lecturer at King's College London, UK, with interest at the intersection of digital culture, intimacy, embodiment 

and care.​
Jo Littler FAcSS is a British sociologist and cultural theorist.​
Catherine Rottenberg is Professor in the Department of Media, Communications, and Cultural Studies at Goldsmiths, University 

of London.​
Lynne Segal is Anniversary Professor of Psychology and Gender Studies in the Department of Psychosocial Studies at Birkbeck 

College. 
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the trade-off between relational depth and scalability, and the interplay between formal 

provision and informal adaptation. While existing studies illuminate how governance, space, 

and perception structure care, they tend to focus on relatively continuous place-based contexts. 

Far less attention has been given to conditions of mobility, discontinuity, and transience, where 

care must operate across fragmented geographies and shifting social ties. Addressing this gap is 

essential for understanding how care infrastructures support, or fail to support, belonging in 

contemporary urban life. 

IV-B. Understanding The Psyche of TCKs and ATCKs 

Research on Third Culture Kids and Adult TCKs reveals globally mobile identities shaped by 

repeated transition and cultural plurality. Tarique and Weisbord (2013) argue that mobility can 

contribute to intercultural fluency and adaptive flexibility, particularly when children encounter 

cultural novelty or multilingual environments. These competencies, however, do not emerge 

automatically but depend on relational, environmental, and developmental supports that 

scaffold meaning-making. Their findings challenge earlier assumptions that mobility inherently 

produces resilience or global competence and instead position mobility as a condition that 

generates both opportunity and precarity. 

Empirical research on Singaporean TCKs similarly highlights the complexity of adjustment 

within mobility contexts. Teoh et al. (2019) examined the impact of family relocation on 

Singaporean Third Culture Kids and found that although exposure to multicultural 

environments can foster intercultural awareness and adaptability, mobility may also generate 

sociocultural and psychological adjustment challenges when individuals return to their passport 

country. The study emphasizes that adaptive outcomes are shaped not only by exposure to 

multiple cultures but also by developmental timing, family dynamics, and institutional 
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environments such as schooling systems. In particular, the authors identify age at relocation and 

reintegration into national educational contexts as significant factors influencing adaptive 

functioning. These findings suggest that mobility does not produce uniform developmental 

outcomes, but rather interacts with institutional structures and life-stage transitions in ways 

that shape how mobility is experienced and negotiated. 

Recent findings further show that adjustment among TCKs varies widely depending on language 

fluency, school systems, family dynamics, personality traits such as openness to experience, and 

pre-departure preparation (Caselius & Suutari, 2025). In this sense, mobility introduces 

developmental possibility, but the outcomes depend on system-level supports rather than 

individual disposition alone. This distinction is important because mobility during formative 

years differentiates TCKs from other globally-mobile groups whose movement occurs after 

identity foundations are established. 

At the same time, psychological research highlights the emotional vulnerability and identity 

fragmentation that may accompany globally mobile childhoods. Doherty et al. (2023) 

demonstrate that ATCKs often develop avoidant attachment patterns and attenuated cultural 

anchoring, even as they report high resilience and adaptability. This combination suggests that 

coping strategies formed in childhood may prioritize self-sufficiency and emotional withholding 

as responses to repeated relational rupture. Habeeb and Hamid (2021) similarly identify 

elevated depressive symptoms among individuals without strong collective affiliations, 

proposing that open identity orientations can become destabilizing without grounding 

structures. Together, these findings raise critical questions about what forms of stability globally 

mobile individuals require to develop healthy identity integration and sustainable belonging 

across contexts. Thomas et al. (2021) further clarify this connection by showing that TCKs with 
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high stress reactivity report elevated depressive symptoms, but that mindfulness significantly 

reduces emotional strain, suggesting that coping tools shape mental health outcomes. 

Loss and transition emerge as central psychological themes across the literature. Trethewy et al. 

(2022) argue that mobility generates cumulative “disenfranchised grief,” which is rarely 

acknowledged because moves are often framed as opportunities rather than disruptions. Walters 

and Auton-Cuff (2009) note that many adult TCKs struggle to narrate childhood experiences in 

ways that others understand, suggesting that mobility can create emotional opacity rather than 

clarity. The absence of public rituals or recognition for repeated loss can compound difficulty 

forming stable identity narratives later in life. This pattern reinforces the significance of 

continuity, acknowledgment, and relational anchoring for globally mobile youth. 

Family systems frequently act as the closest approximation to continuity when external 

infrastructures are inconsistent. D’Attoma and Germann Molz (2024) describe mothering in 

liminality, where parents consciously create stability through portable routines, objects, and 

relational rhythms. Their work reframes family as a mobile care infrastructure rather than a 

static emotional resource that exists independently of place. This insight positions familial 

support not simply as emotional buffering but as a structured practice that sustains identity and 

relational coherence across displacement, instability, and cultural transition. This reinforces the 

conceptual distinction made in Section II, where care for TCKs is framed as anticipatory and 

mobility-supportive, while care for ATCKs becomes restorative and grounding in adulthood. 

Recent transnational migration research further conceptualizes such stability through the notion 

of “anchors.” Pan (2025) argues that globally mobile children establish anchoring mechanisms 

that provide footholds of relative stability within otherwise fluid migration trajectories. Rather 

than assuming that migrants develop fixed roots in a single location, anchoring describes how 
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individuals maintain points of reference across multiple societies simultaneously. These anchors 

may include family relationships, institutional affiliations such as schools, cultural communities, 

or legal and educational statuses that connect individuals to particular places. Anchors can 

function as connective mechanisms that sustain cross-border linkages or as constraining 

structures that reinforce boundaries and belonging within specific contexts. When such anchors 

weaken or disappear, globally mobile youth may experience feelings of rootlessness and 

difficulty maintaining durable social ties. This framework helps explain why relational 

continuity and institutional recognition remain critical for identity formation among TCKs and 

ATCKs navigating repeated mobility. 

Recent scholarship interrogates narratives that position TCKs as uniformly privileged or 

culturally neutral subjects. Chiu (2024) argues that mobility is shaped by racialized, linguistic, 

and geopolitical hierarchies that influence how belonging is experienced and negotiated. Starr et 

al. (2017) support this claim by showing how children internalize linguistic prestige structures in 

Singapore, revealing how belonging becomes entangled with social ordering and institutional 

power. These perspectives demonstrate that mobility is also mediated by class position, race, 

and linguistic capital, meaning that TCK belonging is neither guaranteed nor evenly accessible 

even within transnational school environments. This emerging critique underscores that 

mobility unfolds within power structures and that belonging remains unevenly distributed, even 

in contexts that present themselves as cosmopolitan or globally inclusive. 

Altogether, TCK research reveals belonging as something actively negotiated and not 

automatically acquired through movement. Identity becomes a dynamic process that depends 

on continuity, relational support, recognition, and context rather than mobility alone. This 

suggests that belonging for globally mobile individuals must be understood as a relational and 

infrastructural achievement rather than an outcome of exposure or adaptability. 
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IV-C. Planning Systems for Care: Mechanisms of Belonging  

Scholarship in planning and environmental psychology demonstrates that belonging is 

materially embedded in place rather than arising solely from individual psychological or social 

processes. Lewicka (2011) shows that place attachment forms through repetition, familiarity, 

and place-based memory, indicating that the stability of physical environments plays a 

constitutive role in identity formation. Belonging thus depends not only on social integration but 

on sustained access to spaces where everyday routines, identity practices, and relational patterns 

can unfold over time. This perspective positions the built environment as an active participant in 

meaning-making, shaping experience through continuity or disruption rather than serving as a 

neutral backdrop. For individuals who relocate frequently, interruptions to spatial continuity 

can unsettle identity, familiarity, and emotional grounding, compounding relational instability 

and weakening long-term attachment and coherence. Research on transnationally mobile 

children further suggests that individuals often rely on “anchors,” or relational and institutional 

footholds that stabilize identity across movement, when territorial continuity is disrupted (Pan, 

2025). 

Public space functions as a critical layer within this urban care ecosystem because it mediates 

early experiences of orientation, visibility, and participation. Mehta (2013) demonstrates how 

streets and everyday public environments support informal interaction, cultural learning, and 

routine, operating as accessible platforms for low-stakes belonging. These spaces often provide 

the first points of contact through which individuals learn local norms, observe social rhythms, 

and test forms of participation without formal membership or institutional affiliation. For 

globally mobile individuals, public space can serve as a provisional anchor, offering 

opportunities to cultivate comfort, familiarity, and recognition within unfamiliar urban settings 
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through repeated, low-pressure engagement. Such spaces do not replace deeper relational ties, 

but provide the spatial scaffolding through which familiarity and orientation gradually emerge. 

Beyond physical form, belonging is shaped by how cities govern movement, access, and 

recognition across space and time. Cresswell’s (2010) distinction between movement and 

mobility highlights that mobility is socially and politically structured, determining who is 

permitted to stay, participate, or remain legible within urban systems. In contemporary cities, 

these dynamics are increasingly mediated through digital platforms and administrative 

infrastructures that regulate access to services, participation, and everyday navigation (Caprotti, 

Chang, & Joss, 2022). Healey’s (1997) work on collaborative planning further underscores that 

belonging emerges through governance practices grounded in participation, negotiation, and 

shared meaning rather than through physical design alone. Here, planning, understood as a 

distributed assemblage of spatial, institutional, and digital systems, functions as a form of care 

when it supports continuity, recognition, and relational inclusion. Within such systems, 

relational anchors (such as families, schools, community organizations, and other stabilizing 

institutions) play an important role in sustaining belonging across contexts shaped by mobility 

(Pan, 2025). When planning systems instead privilege spatial permanence, efficiency, or 

administrative legibility over lived continuity, they risk reproducing exclusion and 

fragmentation, particularly for individuals whose identities have been shaped by mobility rather 

than long-term settlement. 

Research Gap  

Across these bodies of scholarship, belonging is consistently understood as relational, 

infrastructural, and spatial rather than solely psychological or cultural. Care studies 

demonstrate that wellbeing depends on systems that sustain continuity, predictability, and 
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interdependence across everyday life. Research on TCKs shows that mobility during formative 

years produces identities that are plural, portable, and dependent on relational anchoring rather 

than territorial rootedness. Planning scholarship similarly establishes that belonging is 

materially and institutionally produced through environments that enable familiarity, 

participation, and recognition. 

However, these insights remain analytically disconnected. Care scholarship largely assumes the 

possibility of sustained relational and institutional continuity. TCK and ATCK research 

foregrounds mobility and identity but rarely engages the spatial and infrastructural systems 

through which support is organized. While some strands of planning theory have begun to 

engage with mobility and fluid populations, much of mainstream practice still implicitly 

privileges fixed geographical locality, where belonging is expected to emerge through prolonged 

co-presence and place attachment. As a result, existing frameworks struggle to account for forms 

of life shaped by ongoing movement, discontinuity, and the absence of legible and sustained 

institutional support.  

This disjunction is further intensified by the broader conditions of globalization. Contemporary 

cities actively facilitate and depend upon transnational flows of capital, labor, and knowledge, 

positioning mobility as both an economic driver and a normative feature of urban life. Yet while 

globalization is widely embraced as a condition of growth and opportunity, the social and 

infrastructural implications of sustained mobility remain unevenly addressed. For instance, 

cities may prioritize global connectivity through transport, finance, and education systems, 

while leaving individuals to navigate fragmented housing, healthcare, and social support 

systems on their own across different contexts. This suggests that urban systems enable 

movement more readily than they sustain continuity throughout their moves, producing a 
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mismatch between the conditions cities generate and the infrastructures available to support 

those who inhabit them.  

As a result, limited attention has been given to how belonging is sustained when continuity 

cannot be territorially anchored, and when care must operate across fragmented geographies, 

shifting institutions, and evolving relational networks. Existing studies often conflate TCKs with 

other globally mobile groups or focus on childhood transitions in isolation, without examining 

how mobility-shaped identities are carried into adulthood, where formal support structures 

recede and responsibility for continuity becomes diffuse and unevenly distributed. 

At the same time, urban planning remains insufficiently equipped to address such conditions. 

While the field increasingly recognizes the importance of social infrastructure, it rarely 

conceptualizes care as a core organizing function of urban systems. Planning frameworks 

continue to prioritize housing provision, economic productivity, and spatial efficiency, often 

presuming relatively enduring place attachment. Consequently, cities are not typically designed 

to support identities formed through mobility, nor to provide continuity across disruption, 

transition, and relational fragmentation. 

This thesis addresses these intersecting gaps by positioning Adult Third-Culture Kids not only as 

an underexamined population, but as an analytical lens through which the limitations of existing 

frameworks become visible. By examining how ATCKs navigate belonging, support, and 

everyday life in Singapore and New York City, the research reframes care infrastructure as a 

system that must operate across mobility rather than within stability. In doing so, it advances a 

reconceptualization of urban planning as a multi-scalar care system capable of supporting 

continuity, recognition, and relational anchoring in conditions where mobility is not 

exceptional, but structurally produced and increasingly normalized.  
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V. Context of Cities 

This section introduces Singapore and New York City as cities shaped by their histories, 

governance systems, and migration patterns. Both are major global hubs for migration, 

education, and transnational work. However, they differ in how decisions about planning are 

made and how urban development is carried out over time. These differences affect how 

resources are distributed, how public spaces are organized, and how people navigate everyday 

systems such as housing, healthcare, and social services. 

In this thesis, both cities are understood as evolving urban environments shaped by political 

priorities, institutional structures, and historical development. Planning systems are therefore 

understood not only through policies or physical form, but also through how governments, 

private organizations, and community groups organize and deliver care. In Singapore, 

institutions such as the Housing & Development Board (HDB), Urban Redevelopment Authority 

(URA), Ministry of Health (MOH), Agency for Integrated Care (AIC), Social Service Offices 

(SSOs), public hospitals, and neighborhood polyclinics operate through a relatively coordinated 

and hierarchical system. Healthcare provision is centrally structured through the Ministry of 

Health and regional healthcare clusters, linking hospitals, polyclinics, and intermediary agencies 

such as AIC to community-based support services that help bridge residents toward longer-term 

social and care resources. This produces clearer referral pathways and a more legible system of 

navigation, even if access may still depend on awareness and institutional familiarity. 

In contrast, New York City operates through a more decentralized landscape in which 

institutions such as NYC Health + Hospitals, the Department of Health, private healthcare 

providers, nonprofit organizations, and community groups function independently but in 

parallel. Support systems are therefore more fragmented and dispersed across organizations, 
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requiring individuals to actively navigate between multiple points of care and assistance. These 

differing governance arrangements shape how support is encountered, coordinated, and 

understood within everyday urban life. 

V-A. Streamlined Urban Development in Singapore 

Singapore’s contemporary urban form emerged from conditions of colonial unevenness and 

post-independence urgency that positioned planning as central to national survival. Under 

British rule, early planning efforts such as the 1828 Jackson Plan introduced racial zoning but 

left much of the city’s growth unregulated, contributing to overcrowding, informal settlements, 

and public health challenges by the mid-twentieth century (Chew, 2014). The Singapore 

Improvement Trust (SIT), established in 1927, attempted to address housing shortages through 

incremental reforms, yet its limited statutory authority and financial capacity constrained its 

ability to intervene at scale (Guo, 2016). As a result, urban challenges persisted, reinforcing that 

fragmented and piecemeal planning approaches were insufficient for managing rapid 

demographic and spatial change. 

Following self-governance in 1959 and independence in 1965, planning became a central 

instrument for stabilizing the new nation-state. The establishment of the Housing and 

Development Board (HDB) marked a decisive shift toward centralized and 

implementation-driven planning, where the state took on a leading role in coordinating housing, 

infrastructure, and social policy. In this context, planning extends beyond land use regulation to 

organize how different systems work together, producing a built environment that is relatively 

predictable and easier for residents to navigate (Chew, 2014; Guo, 2016). For example, public 

housing estates are planned alongside transport networks (otherwise known as Transit-Oriented 
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Development
2
), schools, and healthcare facilities, allowing multiple forms of support to be 

accessed within a single neighborhood – today commonly known as ‘a 15-minute city’
3
. This 

close alignment between agencies reduces the need for individuals to navigate across 

disconnected systems. 

The 1971 Concept Plan introduced a long-term, island-wide spatial framework centered on 

satellite new towns, integrated transport infrastructure, and coordinated land use (Lim, 2014). 

This reflects an anticipatory approach to planning, where future population growth and 

infrastructure needs are planned in advance while allowing for periodic review and adjustment. 

The formation of the Urban Redevelopment Authority (URA) in 1974 further consolidated 

planning authority within a unified institutional framework, strengthening the state’s capacity to 

guide development (URA, n.d.). The Land Acquisition Act enabled large-scale land assembly, 

allowing redevelopment to be aligned with national economic and spatial objectives. Together, 

these mechanisms created a system capable of maintaining coherence across the city while 

responding to long-term change. 

Healthcare provision evolved alongside these planning institutions, reflecting the same 

emphasis on coordination and system-building. After independence, Singapore expanded its 

public hospital network while strengthening the Ministry of Health’s role in organizing 

healthcare delivery across the island. Over time, this developed into a hybrid system combining 

public provision with regulated private participation, supported by strong state oversight. The 

introduction of the “3M” framework—Medisave, MediShield, and Medifund—established a 

layered financing system that integrates individual savings, insurance coverage, and state 

support (Ministry of Health Singapore, 2005; Lee, n.d.; National Library Board Singapore, n.d.). 

3
 See National League of Cities (2023) for discussion of the 15-minute city concept.  

2
 See Institute for Transportation and Development Policy (n.d.) for an overview of Transit-Oriented 

Development principles.  
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This model balances fiscal sustainability with access, reinforcing a broader governance approach 

in which individual responsibility is structured and supported by institutional safeguards. 

At the scale of everyday life, public housing estates became the dominant spatial structure 

through which social interaction and community life are organized. Shared environments such 

as void decks, playgrounds, and neighborhood amenities are designed to support routine 

encounters and localized familiarity within high-density living (Sim et al., 2003). Policies 

including the Ethnic Integration Policy (EIP), which regulates the ethnic composition of housing 

blocks, further embed social cohesion into spatial allocation (Government of Singapore, 2020). 

These interventions demonstrate how spatial design and policy are used together to shape 

patterns of interaction and belonging. Singapore’s planning system is therefore defined by 

centralized governance, long planning horizons, and strong institutional coordination, 

producing a city that prioritizes stability, clarity, and integrated access to services. 

V-B. Market-Driven City Planning in New York City 

New York City’s urban development followed a markedly different trajectory shaped by market 

expansion, regulatory layering, and political negotiation. Planning emerged primarily as a 

mechanism for managing density, circulation, and land use conflicts, rather than coordinating 

housing, infrastructure, and social services within a unified framework. The 1916 Zoning 

Resolution introduced use districts and building controls to address overcrowding and protect 

property values, marking the formalization of zoning as a core planning instrument (New York 

City Department of City Planning [NYC DCP], 2020). The 1961 Zoning Resolution expanded 

these controls by introducing density regulations and development incentives, while 

maintaining a strong orientation toward land-use governance and real estate markets (NYC 
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DCP, 2020). This history established planning as a system focused on regulating development 

rather than coordinating broader systems of care and support. 

Authority over planning decisions in New York City remains distributed across multiple 

institutions and actors, including government agencies, elected officials, developers, and 

community groups. The Uniform Land Use Review Procedure (ULURP) formalizes this process 

by requiring input from community boards, borough presidents, and the City Council, 

embedding negotiation into planning decisions (NYC DCP, 2020). While this structure enhances 

transparency and allows for public participation, it also diffuses authority, meaning that no 

single entity coordinates outcomes across the entire city. As a result, development patterns and 

access to resources vary significantly between neighborhoods. Planning outcomes are therefore 

shaped as much by local conditions and political dynamics as by citywide strategies. 

Urban services and care-related systems developed in parallel to planning rather than being 

fully integrated within it. For example, health governance expanded in response to public health 

crises linked to overcrowded housing and poor sanitation, leading to the establishment of the 

Metropolitan Board of Health in 1866 (Duffy, 1968). Over time, healthcare provision diversified 

across public hospitals, nonprofit providers, and private institutions, creating a system that is 

extensive but institutionally complex, as shown through the works of NYC Health + Hospitals 

(2023, 2025). Individuals often access care through multiple entry points, such as community 

clinics, public or private hospitals, etc, depending on eligibility and location. This creates a 

system where services exist but require active navigation across different providers. 

Zoning reforms between 1990 and 2015 further illustrate how planning decisions can produce 

uneven social and spatial outcomes. While rezoning supported economic growth and 

redevelopment, it also contributed to displacement pressures and unequal access to housing and 
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services (Yunda & Jiao, 2019). These changes were not consistently aligned with the distribution 

of social infrastructure, meaning that improvements in the built environment did not always 

translate into improved access to care or support. Over time, policies accumulated without full 

integration, producing what can be understood as regulatory layering, where multiple rules and 

systems coexist without being fully coordinated. 

As a result, New York City’s urban system is characterized by fragmented coordination, where 

services are spread across different institutions and are not always well connected. Access to 

support often depends on location, local networks, and an individual’s ability to navigate 

complex and overlapping systems (NYC DCP, 2020; Yunda & Jiao, 2019). This creates a 

planning environment that allows flexibility and participation but also produces uneven 

outcomes across the city. Overall, New York City’s approach reflects a decentralized and 

negotiation-based model, in which coordination is not centrally structured but emerges through 

interactions between multiple actors. 

V-C. Singapore vs NYC: Mobility, Migration and Social Organization 

Migration has been foundational to both Singapore and New York City, yet each city organizes 

mobility through distinct governance approaches that shape everyday social organization. In 

Singapore, migration is structured through a differentiated system that categorizes residents by 

skill level, economic role, and expected duration of stay (Pan & Theseira, 2023; Ye, 2025). This 

operates alongside a relatively stable ethnic composition among citizens, with approximately 

76% Chinese, 15% Malay, 7.6% Indian, and smaller proportions of other groups (Department of 

Statistics Singapore, 2025) . While high-skilled migrants and international students may be 

encouraged to integrate more permanently, lower-skilled workers are often treated as temporary 

labor with limited access to long-term settlement. As a result, mobility is actively enabled, but 
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participation in social and civic life is structured through formal categories that shape access to 

housing, services, and community integration. 

New York City, by contrast, functions as a longstanding immigrant gateway where mobility is 

embedded within everyday neighborhood life rather than centrally managed through formal 

migration categories. The city’s demographic composition reflects this diversity, with no single 

majority group and a population distributed across White (31.3%), Black or African American 

(20.8%), Asian (14.5%), and Hispanic/Latino (28.4%) communities (New York City Department 

of City Planning [NYC DCP], n.d.). Integration pathways are often mediated through labor 

markets, community organizations, and ethnic enclaves, meaning that support is accessed 

through localized networks rather than a single coordinated system. While inequalities remain, 

they are expressed through differences in neighborhood conditions and institutional access 

rather than through a unified national framework. Mobility is therefore experienced through 

dispersed systems of support that vary significantly depending on where individuals live and the 

networks they are able to access. 

These differences shape how individuals experience belonging and continuity in each city. In 

Singapore, access to services, housing, and community life is more clearly structured through 

institutional systems, making pathways to support easily identified but also more tightly 

regulated. In New York City, support systems are more flexible and varied, but require 

individuals to actively navigate between multiple organizations and networks. This creates a 

contrast between a system that prioritizes clarity and coordination, and one that prioritizes 

flexibility but depends more heavily on individual navigation. As a result, experiences of 

mobility are not only shaped by movement itself, but by how cities organize access to care, 

resources, and social connection. 
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V-D. Global Economic Structures and the Stratification of Mobility 

Singapore and New York City occupy central positions within the global urban economy, 

functioning as key sites through which international finance, trade, and professional labor 

circulate. These economic roles have historically attracted internationally mobile populations, 

including multinational corporate employees, diplomats, financial professionals, academics, and 

students. In this context, mobility is not simply a demographic outcome, but a structural feature 

of how these cities operate within global systems of production, finance, and governance. Global 

city scholarship shows that major metropolitan centers concentrate advanced producer services, 

financial institutions, and multinational corporate headquarters, allowing them to function as 

command points in the global economy (Beaverstock et al., 2000; Taylor et al., 2011). Cities such 

as Singapore and New York therefore act not only as places where people live, but as 

infrastructures that continuously generate and organize cross-border movement. 

These dynamics are reflected in the economic structure of each city. Singapore has positioned 

itself as Southeast Asia’s primary financial and corporate hub through a combination of 

industrial policy, strong state coordination, and an open investment environment. The city hosts 

more than 7,000 multinational corporations and approximately 4,200 regional headquarters, 

while financial services contribute around 14% of GDP (Singapore Economic Development 

Board, 2023; Monetary Authority of Singapore, 2024). New York City operates as a 

complementary global node, serving as one of the world’s leading financial centers, where the 

financial sector accounts for roughly 20% of economic output and employs over 330,000 

workers (New York City Economic Development Corporation, 2023). In both cities, the 

concentration of finance, consulting, and corporate services attracts globally mobile 

professionals and reinforces their roles as centers of economic coordination. 
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However, the mobility generated through these economic systems is unevenly distributed. 

Global cities are characterized by layered social structures in which highly mobile professional 

elites coexist with migrant labor populations and long-term residents. These differences shape 

access to key urban institutions such as education, housing, and employment networks. For 

example, internationally mobile professionals may access corporate-sponsored relocation 

packages, international schools, and expatriate housing, while lower-wage migrant workers 

often face restrictions tied to employment status, housing arrangements, or visa conditions. As a 

result, mobility is experienced differently across groups, producing uneven access to opportunity 

and support within the same city. 

Understanding Singapore and New York City through this lens of economic production and 

social stratification provides important context for examining the experiences of Adult 

Third-Culture Kids. The same systems that enable global mobility also shape the infrastructures 

through which belonging, stability, and continuity are maintained. In other words, globally 

mobile childhoods are not only defined by movement itself, but by the uneven urban 

environments that structure how that movement is supported and lived. This perspective 

highlights that mobility is embedded within broader systems of inequality, which influence how 

individuals access care, build relationships, and sustain a sense of belonging over time. 

~*~*~ 

The comparison between Singapore and New York City shows that urban mobility is not simply 

the result of individual movement, but a condition shaped by how cities organize economic 

activity, governance, and space. In both cities, mobility is produced through systems that 

structure how people access housing, services, and social networks over time. However, these 

systems operate differently: Singapore relies on centralized coordination and formalized 

Page 46 



 

migration categories, while New York operates through market-driven processes and dispersed 

networks of support. These differences shape how mobility is regulated and experienced, 

influencing not only access to resources but also the ability to maintain continuity across 

changing contexts. Mobility is therefore not just movement, but a lived condition structured by 

urban systems. This perspective provides a foundation for examining how Adult Third-Culture 

Kids experience and negotiate belonging within these environments.  
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VI. Findings and Analysis  

Across interviews, there was a clear consensus that belonging and identity for Adult 

Third-Culture Kids are experienced as relational rather than spatial. Participants consistently 

emphasized relationships, emotional connections, and continuity of social support as central to 

their sense of grounding, regardless of physical location. At the same time, many participants 

noted the absence of formal institutional efforts in both Singapore and New York City that 

explicitly recognize globally mobile young adults as a demographic group with distinct needs. As 

a result, informal care systems, including friendships, family networks, religious communities, 

and digital platforms, play a significant role in emotional regulation and everyday navigation. 

Educational institutions also emerged as important components of ATCK care infrastructure, as 

they shape social environments, knowledge systems, and formative experiences of belonging. 

Relationship Between the Care Factors for ATCKs​

 

Image Source: Author 
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Figure 2. Relational and infrastructural system of belonging among ATCKs.  

This diagram synthesizes findings from participant interviews, illustrating how belonging is produced 

through the interaction between relational anchors (family and friends), institutional systems (education 

and social services), and spatial and digital infrastructures (community organizations, recreational spaces, 

and online platforms). Rather than emerging from a single domain, belonging is constructed through 

cyclical processes of connection, discovery, and routine-building, with formative experiences shaping 

ongoing pathways of engagement. The diagram emphasizes that care infrastructure operates as an 

interconnected system rather than discrete components, yet unveils the centrality of relational anchors of 

family and friends in Care. 

Participants across both cities described parallel experiences of identity loss, continual 

adaptability, and relational challenges during adulthood. These experiences persisted regardless 

of the number of relocations or age at migration, reinforcing existing literature on shared TCK 

and ATCK identity negotiations. However, an emergent theme was the relational-psychological 

choice of grounding during moments of difficulty. Even when relational support was stable and 

present, many participants expressed a persistent sense of self-reliance and the expectation that 

they would need to navigate emotional and social challenges internally. This self-reliance often 

coexisted with lingering loneliness, suggesting that relational support alone does not fully 

resolve feelings of discontinuity. 

Participants also identified environmental conditions as subtle yet meaningful influences on 

social connection and everyday interaction. While these factors affect urban residents more 

broadly, they take on particular significance for Adult Third-Culture Kids (ATCKs), whose sense 

of belonging often depends on actively building and maintaining social ties across contexts. 

Climatic conditions in both Singapore and New York City shaped participants’ willingness and 

ability to engage with others, influencing how they navigated opportunities for connection. 

Cronos, a Singaporean who grew up across Singapore, Australia, and China and later returned 

for higher education, described Singapore’s climate as “... so hot that it drains you of energy to 

do anything, or socialize [and meet other/new people]…” (Cronos, personal communication, 

February 2, 2026). Similarly, Eliora, a 25-year-old who lived across the United States, 

Singapore, Nigeria, Indonesia, and the Philippines and now resides in New York City, noted that 
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winters can be “... so cold that you just want to stay indoors…” (Eliora, personal communication, 

February 1, 2026). 

These observations suggest that weather conditions influence motivation for interaction outside 

the home, shaping the frequency and spontaneity of social encounters. For ATCKs, whose 

relationships are often more transient and require greater intentional effort to sustain, such 

constraints can have a disproportionate impact on their ability to form or deepen connections. 

Eliora further emphasized how these environmental conditions influence the logistics of 

maintaining relationships, explaining that gatherings often depend on “the luxury of friends 

willing and able to host people over at their place” (Eliora, personal communication, February 1, 

2026). This highlights how social interaction is mediated not only by climate but also by access 

to gathering spaces. 

However, participants described notable differences between Singapore and New York City in 

how care resources are encountered and accessed. Singapore was frequently characterized as 

having more formal and streamlined institutional systems, particularly within healthcare and 

education. Participants described clear procedural pathways and standardized service structures 

that contributed to perceptions of reliability, even when emotional accessibility remained 

complex. Institutional legibility created a sense of predictability, though awareness and comfort 

with these systems varied. 

In contrast, care in New York City was described as diffuse and often informal, emerging 

through personal networks, private therapy providers, and digital platforms. Participants 

frequently referenced private mental health services and online communities as primary sources 

of support and belonging. While resources were abundant, discovery often depended on 

individual initiative and social navigation., For ATCKs, this creates a higher activation energy, 
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as accessing opportunities requires building new networks, learning unfamiliar systems, and 

initiating connections without the benefit of established local ties. New friendships were 

commonly formed through existing social networks, workplace relationships, or activity-based 

communities, similar to Singapore; however, participants noted greater openness toward 

newcomers and a broader range of activities for young adults to engage with. This contrast 

produced differing experiences of accessibility: Singapore’s systems were perceived as legible 

but bounded, whereas New York City’s appeared abundant yet fragmented. 

Internal cultures of social organization further shaped relational support structures. Participants 

in Singapore more frequently described group-based engagement with care through family 

networks, religious communities, and organized social groups. In New York City, care was often 

initiated through individual relationships, with friendships serving as primary anchors of 

belonging. These differences were partially attributed to broader cultural norms, including 

intergenerational co-residence in Singapore and the expectation of early residential 

independence among young adults in New York City and the wider United States. Consequently, 

the immediate relational environment differed across cities, influencing how participants 

navigated support systems and constructed everyday belonging. 

Housing policies discussed in Section V also provide context for these relational dynamics. 

While Singapore and New York City diverge in their approach to ethnic and racial housing 

policies, both produce forms of spatial clustering that shape social interaction. Singapore’s 

government-established ethnic allocation within public housing promotes exposure to diversity 

through spatial proximity; however, such diversity can at times operate at a formal or pro forma 

level, where co-presence does not necessarily translate into meaningful social integration. In 

contrast, New York City’s ethnic enclaves are often attributed to market forces and historical 

migration patterns, but they are also deeply shaped by structural factors including racial 
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segregation, discriminatory housing practices, and policy decisions that have reinforced spatial 

inequality over time. 

Despite these differing mechanisms, both contexts generate localized cultural environments that 

influence everyday belonging. These environments can provide familiarity and support, while 

simultaneously delimiting the extent of cross-cultural interaction, suggesting that spatial 

proximity alone is insufficient to produce relational integration without broader structural and 

social conditions that enable meaningful engagement. 

Participants’ experiences within Singapore’s multicultural environment revealed additional 

complexities. While spatial diversity in housing and schooling increased exposure to multiple 

cultures, deeper social acceptance was not always guaranteed. Bixbite, primarily raised in 

suburban China who moved back to Singapore for his Secondary Schooling (starting Grade 7), 

described navigating subtle discrimination linked to accent and cultural background, recounting 

the need to code-switch between languages and speech patterns to gain social acceptance. He 

also observed broader societal attitudes toward perceived outsiders, noting that his peers “don’t 

like these ‘elite’ people, but also don't like the domestic workers/lesser educated people,” and 

recalling how “they [their local friends] would call them [construction workers] ‘Bangladeshi’ 

even though they might not actually be” (Bixbite, personal communication, January 27, 2026). 

These narratives highlight how exposure to diversity does not necessarily translate into 

inclusion, illustrating the nuanced ways in which belonging is negotiated within multicultural 

urban environments. 
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VI-A. Education, Language, and Boundary-Making 

Singapore’s education system was frequently highlighted by participants as both a stabilizing 

institutional structure and a significant barrier for globally mobile youths, particularly those 

transitioning from international schooling into local institutions. Entry into local schools was 

perceived as academically rigorous and socially demanding, while private or international 

schools were described as financially burdensome and occasionally stigmatized as offering lower 

academic rigor. These tensions created a structural dilemma for mobile families, requiring 

trade-offs between affordability, academic expectations, and opportunities for social integration. 

Schooling therefore functioned not only as an educational pathway but also as a central 

environment where belonging, adjustment, and exclusion were negotiated through everyday 

academic routines and social interaction. 

These trade-offs also revealed how institutional rigidity can produce uneven socioeconomic 

consequences within families, contrary to the common perception that TCKs and ATCKs are 

uniformly privileged. Cronos described how the non-recognition of certain international 

qualifications limited access to Singapore’s public universities, despite a strong desire to enter 

them. As a result, they were redirected into private education pathways, which required 

significant financial investment. This decision, however, had ripple effects at the household 

level, as family resources were reallocated in ways that constrained opportunities for younger 

siblings, who could only attend public schools. While this example does not negate broader 

patterns of privilege associated with TCKs, it highlights how institutional misalignment between 

education systems can still generate forms of socioeconomic strain. In this sense, mobility does 

not eliminate inequality but reconfigures it, producing differentiated access within families and 
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exposing how educational recognition frameworks act as gatekeeping mechanisms that shape 

both opportunity and perceived legitimacy. 

Yet, participants acknowledged that Singapore’s system contains selective mechanisms designed 

to accommodate mobility, such as the Supplementary Placement Exercise for Returning 

Singaporeans (SPERS). This assessment evaluates students primarily in English and 

mathematics before assigning school placement within the national system during the first three 

years of Secondary education (Grades 7–9). While this pathway offers a structured entry point, 

participants perceived the process as only partially responsive to the complexities of mobility. 

Bixbite’s experience illustrates this ambiguity. Their school counselor and homeroom teacher 

reached out before the school year began and offered consultation services, yet Bixbite reflected 

that the counselor’s questions were “not specific enough” to address the nuances of their TCK 

upbringing (Bixbite, personal communication, January 27, 2026). The homeroom teacher 

primarily provided supplemental materials related to their coursework. These accounts suggest 

that institutional goodwill exists, yet it does not always translate into culturally attuned or 

mobility-informed support structures. These accounts reflect broader findings that returning 

Singaporean TCKs may encounter sociocultural adjustment challenges when transitioning into 

national schooling systems structured around locally rooted norms (Teoh et al., 2019). 

Life stage at the point of entry into institutional systems also emerged as a critical factor shaping 

integration experiences. A Singapore-based care provider (C-2) described a family returning 

from Japan whose children encountered different educational trajectories despite sharing the 

same migration background (C-2, personal communication, February 6, 2026). Upon returning 

to Singapore, the two older siblings were permitted to take only one year of Mandarin before 

receiving exemption and continuing their Japanese language studies. The youngest child, who 

was only six years old at that time, remained subject to Mandarin language requirements and 
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continued to struggle academically due to this language barrier. Their story illustrates how 

age-based policy thresholds can produce uneven adjustment pathways within the same family. It 

also highlights how institutional encounters shape academic confidence and social belonging 

differently depending on developmental timing. 

Participants also described alternative educational arrangements during their childhood outside 

of Singapore that were explicitly designed around mobility. Cronos recounted a modular 

learning system for missionary families in which students traveled periodically to centralized 

locations for intensive instruction, after which students completed coursework remotely for 

several weeks before returning for the next instructional cycle (Cronos, personal 

communication, February 2, 2026). This model created a highly mobile learning environment in 

which students flew in from many different cities and temporarily lived together while teachers 

commuted across regions to facilitate instruction. Standardized assessments such as the SAT or 

ACT served as shared benchmarks that translated these diverse learning experiences into 

recognizable academic credentials. These accounts highlight how mobility-oriented education 

prioritizes flexibility and continuity, offering a contrast to nationally standardized schooling 

environments that assume geographic stability. 

These Singapore-based experiences highlight how schooling functions not only as an 

educational institution but also as a key site where attitudes toward mobility and relational 

rootedness are formed. Comparable dynamics emerged in an informal conversation with the 

founder of @thirdculturekidsNYC, suggesting that educational environments across both cities 

shape how globally mobile individuals perceive relocation, stability, and long-term settlement. 

However, it is important to note that participants in New York City did not emphasize the role of 

formal education systems to the same extent as those in Singapore when reflecting on their 

experiences of belonging and transition. 
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This difference may be partially attributed to the smaller and less varied sample of interviewees 

in New York City, as well as differences in life stage and educational trajectories across 

participants. As a result, Singapore emerged as the more prominent case through which the role 

of education in shaping belonging could be examined in depth. While anecdotal reflections 

suggested that schooling and formative environments may shape openness to mobility, these 

insights were less consistently articulated within the New York City interview sample. As the 

founder of @thirdculturekidsNYC observed, “As third culture kids, we grow up moving around a 

lot, and I think that has given us a certain comfort level with travel & relocating, However, I’ve 

noticed that many folks (but not all) without a TCK background aren’t as comfortable with 

International relocation because they’ve stayed put in one place their whole life…” (C-3, personal 

communication, March 25, 2026) This reflection points to the role of early-life environments, 

including educational settings, in shaping dispositions toward mobility and rootedness. 

While schooling structured many institutional encounters with mobility, language emerged as 

another key mechanism through which boundaries were produced in everyday social 

interaction. Within Singapore’s educational and social environment, language played a 

significant role in shaping inclusion and exclusion. Although Singapore’s multilingual context, 

having four formal languages of English, Mandarin, Malay, and Tamil (Singapore Statues 

Online, n.d.), can foster adaptability, participants noted that code-switching across languages in 

everyday interactions could create subtle forms of exclusion. Conversations often incorporated 

multiple languages within a single exchange, limiting participation for individuals unfamiliar 

with all linguistic registers. Within school settings, this dynamic reinforced insider–outsider 

distinctions because peer bonding and informal communication relied on shared linguistic 

fluency. These linguistic patterns therefore influenced not only communication but also 

relational proximity and perceived social acceptance. 
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For students transitioning into local schools, language intersected with classroom expectations 

and pedagogical norms, contributing to feelings of cultural misalignment even when overt 

exclusion was absent. Participants described navigating unfamiliar classroom structures, 

expectations of academic performance, and communication styles that differed from their prior 

educational environments. In contrast, international school environments provided greater 

continuity and cultural familiarity but were often described as operating as parallel social 

worlds. These settings offered emotional comfort yet limited integration into broader local social 

environments. Collectively, these experiences illustrate how educational and linguistic contexts 

simultaneously enable continuity and reinforce separation within mobility trajectories. 

Beyond formal schooling, National Service emerged as another institutional environment 

influencing belonging for Singaporean male ATCKs. As a Singaporean who grew up in Chiang 

Mai, Thailand, to Singaporean parents in a missionary community, Nathanael returned to 

Singapore at age 18 to complete his mandatory National Service without his parents. Nathanael 

described encountering challenges related to Malay language usage during training due to his 

unfamiliarity with the language, not having encountered it at all growing up within a vastly 

different cultural and linguistic environment. This experience introduced an additional layer of 

adjustment that extended beyond educational settings into state-led socialization environments. 

While National Service provided structure and shared experiences with peers, it also intensified 

feelings of cultural dissonance during early adulthood. These accounts suggest that institutional 

encounters continue to shape belonging beyond schooling, particularly within national 

frameworks that assume cultural familiarity and continuity. 

In New York City, language functioned differently within everyday life. Participants often 

maintained multilingual identities within the home while operating primarily in English across 

public and institutional contexts. Rather than producing exclusion through linguistic 
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complexity, language differences were experienced as markers of neighborhood diversity. 

Participants described cultural differences between home and community environments as part 

of everyday urban life, reflecting layered identities shaped by mobility. These experiences 

suggest that language in New York City operates less as a barrier to participation and more as a 

feature of multicultural coexistence. 

Participants also noted that New York City neighborhoods often exhibit strong linguistic and 

cultural identities that shape social interaction and everyday activities. These localized 

environments can foster belonging through shared practices and community familiarity, yet they 

may also reinforce subtle boundaries between groups. Anna, who was born in Japan to a 

Japanese mother and American father and raised primarily in the United States while 

maintaining recurring visits to Japan growing up, reflected on how navigating multiple cultural 

contexts shaped her understanding of belonging. Having later lived and worked in Japan before 

returning to the United States, she described how identity could become tied closely to language 

and cultural fluency, at times raising questions about authenticity and belonging across 

communities. In New York City, Anna observed that the city’s diversity made her “more 

comfortable not conforming.” (Anna, personal communication, January 25, 2026) The city’s 

diversity creates a culture where “everyone has so many people to choose from” for connection 

yet makes them question “Can I make a [deep] connection?,” noting that the large and varied 

social landscape offers many potential encounters while making it difficult to determine whether 

meaningful relationships would emerge. 

Her reflections illustrate how urban diversity can simultaneously enable cross-cultural 

interaction while producing a multiplicity of social contexts that individuals must navigate. 

Rather than dissolving boundaries entirely, diversity in this context generates overlapping social 

spheres that require individuals to continuously interpret language, norms, and cultural signals. 
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For globally mobile individuals, belonging is often found in hybridity, shaped through multiple 

communities and relational networks rather than a singular sense of place or identity.  

VI-B. Care Navigation and Resource Discovery 

Participants’ experiences revealed contrasting patterns of care navigation across cities. In 

Singapore, structured institutional pathways created identifiable entry points into healthcare, 

education, and social services, contributing to perceptions of procedural clarity. However, these 

pathways were often described as bounded by eligibility criteria, referral requirements, or levels 

of social awareness, requiring individuals to identify appropriate channels within a highly 

organized system. As a result, accessibility was shaped not only by the presence of services but 

also by familiarity with institutional processes and community networks.  

Participants’ experiences also suggested that support for TCKs and ATCKs often exists in 

fragmented and socially bounded forms. While global resources are available through online 

platforms, counseling networks, and transition-oriented organizations, many are not tied to 

specific urban contexts and are primarily oriented toward children or parents rather than adults 

navigating long-term questions of belonging, identity, and continuity. Resources
4
 such as Global 

Partners Online, Third Culture Kids International, and other online counseling or ATCK support 

platforms provide emotional and informational support, yet participants’ experiences suggest 

that discovering and accessing these networks often depends on prior awareness, community 

affiliation, or individual initiative. However, participants’ experiences suggest that discovering 

and accessing these networks often depends on prior awareness, community affiliation, or 

individual initiative, limiting their visibility and accessibility for many ATCKs.  

4
 Examples include Global Partners Online, Third Culture Kids International (TCKI), Dana Utanu’s ATCK 

resources, Tanya Crossman’s Adult TCK resources, and online counseling resources for internationally 

mobile families.  
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Examples such as the Overseas Missionary Fellowship re-entry retreat illustrate how structured 

programs can provide meaningful transitional support. Although the retreat lasts only two days, 

it offers a platform for TCKs, ATCKs, and their families to share experiences of transition and 

reconnect with others who share similar mobility backgrounds. Nathanael and Cronos both 

described the retreat as a space where they could connect with peers who “truly understood” 

their journeys between cultures. At the same time, the program’s reach was shaped by 

awareness and timing (Nathanael, personal communication, January 26, 2026). Nathanael 

returned to Singapore independently and only discovered the retreat years later, highlighting 

how structured resources may remain socially bounded and dependent on prior community 

affiliation for visibility. 

Nathanael’s broader journey of care navigation further reflects this dynamic. He described 

finding his community through a process of trial and error, eventually connecting with a church 

environment that felt more “open and inclusive”, such as having sign language interpreters and 

offering services in multiple languages. Within this setting, he applied for counseling and was 

paired with a counselor who “recognized my [his] niche experiences” (Nathanael, personal 

communication, January 26, 2026), emphasizing the importance of relational attunement in 

care encounters. This example suggests that institutional access alone does not guarantee 

meaningful engagement, and that relational fit remains a critical component of care discovery. 

In New York City, care resources were perceived as both abundant and dispersed across 

institutional and informal networks. Participants acknowledged the availability of healthcare 

facilities, private therapy practices, and online communities, yet many reported limited 

engagement with these resources in their daily lives. Digital platforms, including social media 

groups oriented around mobility and TCK identity, were described as potential spaces for 

connection and community-building. However, activity within these groups was often 
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intermittent and their visibility depended on prior familiarity with the TCK concept, which 

influenced whether individuals recognized these spaces as relevant to their experiences. As a 

result, care discovery in New York City frequently relied on personal initiative and 

self-identification, reinforcing the individualized nature of navigating support within a 

fragmented urban landscape. 

The limited visibility of TCK-specific services in New York City was further reflected in the 

operations of organizations such as OMF. While the organization maintains a presence in the 

United States, participants noted the absence of an active New York City chapter and minimal 

programming directly targeting local TCK and ATCK communities. The liaison described their 

work as primarily focused on supporting parents and families, which may inadvertently limit 

engagement with youths navigating transitions independently. This gap raises questions about 

continuity of identity support during developmental stages characterized by repeated relocation. 

Participants’ accounts suggest that transitional experiences may occur without consistent 

institutional recognition or guidance. 

These contrasting care environments shaped how participants experienced accessibility across 

cities. Singapore’s structured systems were viewed as reliable yet sometimes difficult to 

penetrate without prior knowledge or referral, whereas New York City’s dispersed resources 

were perceived as open but demanding in terms of self-navigation. Across both contexts, 

informal networks such as friendships, religious communities, and peer referrals remained 

essential mediators that translated institutional availability into lived accessibility. This reliance 

on relational navigation was particularly significant during formative developmental stages, 

when transitions coincided with identity formation and emotional adjustment. These findings 

highlight how care discovery is shaped by both institutional spatial and relational pathways. 
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VI-C. Relational Anchors: Family, Friendship, and Cultural Norms 

Differences in relational support structures shaped how participants navigated belonging and 

care across the two cities. In Singapore, family networks frequently emerged as the primary 

anchor of emotional and practical support, reflecting broader cultural norms of 

intergenerational proximity and collective family orientation. Living with family into adulthood 

was often described as both economically pragmatic and socially expected, reinforcing 

proximity-based care and everyday relational continuity. These arrangements created relatively 

stable relational environments that supported adjustment during periods of transition while also 

shaping the boundaries of participants’ social worlds. Participants often described belonging as 

closely tied to existing relational circles, fostering a clear sense of being “inside” established 

networks. This pattern reflects broader findings that globally mobile youth rely on “anchors,” or 

stable relational and institutional footholds that sustain continuity across migration trajectories 

(Pan, 2025). 

At the same time, this group-oriented structure produced subtle distinctions between insiders 

and outsiders. Cronos and Bixbite recalled spending much of their childhood with siblings who 

became their closest confidants, yet as they navigated different life stages and geographic 

transitions, they described gradually relating less to one another despite shared histories. 

Participants also noted how extended family’s presence during relocations strengthened 

emotional continuity, particularly when grandparents migrated alongside them. Conversely, 

those returning to Singapore without prior relational ties described more difficult transitions 

and a sense of being ‘an outsider’. These experiences illustrate how relational proximity can 

support belonging while mobility may shift one’s position within or beyond familiar circles. 
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The inside versus outside dynamic was also evident in participants’ descriptions of broader 

social interaction. Megan, a Filipino who moved to Singapore at age five for her father’s work 

and to New York State for her Higher Education currently living in Singapore, explained that 

connection in Singapore often felt easier when individuals were already embedded within shared 

spaces and routines, noting that “If you are already in the space and time that allows for this 

connection, it can be easier; so sometimes if you make an active effort, it can feel isolating when 

expectations aren’t met.” (Megan, personal communication, January 29, 2026) This observation 

reflects how relational belonging can be facilitated by proximity and familiarity but may feel less 

accessible to newcomers. While established networks offered stability and continuity, they could 

also reinforce perceived boundaries around inclusion. As a result, care and belonging were often 

experienced through relational positioning rather than simply through opportunities for 

interaction, especially within spatial settings. 

In New York City, friendships more commonly served as the primary source of relational 

grounding, reflecting living arrangements characterized by early residential independence. 

Participants described peer networks as chosen support systems through which emotional 

support, housing arrangements, and everyday dynamics were negotiated. New relationships 

were frequently formed through workplaces, college environments, and activity-based 

communities such as running clubs, highlighting the role of shared experiences in fostering 

connection. Eliora emphasized the significance of college friendships, noting that “they know a 

side of me no one else will,” (Eliora, personal communication, February 1, 2026) underscoring 

the depth of peer-based relational bonds. Here, the peer networks function as flexible relational 

spaces and are more permeable than the group-oriented structures described in Singapore. 

Participants also highlighted how relational support in New York City often circulates through 

informal and spontaneous interactions rather than through formalized communities. Leah, a 24 
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year-old ATCK who spent her developmental years moving between Thailand, Angola, and 

China before relocating to New York for university, described how her support networks in the 

city formed through fluid and relational friendships rather than organized identity-based 

groups. Reflecting on these relationships, she explained that care often meant “helping someone 

to talk through things.” (Leah, personal communication, February 18, 2026) Rather than 

seeking out formal TCK communities, Leah gravitated toward empathic individuals who could 

understand aspects of her cross-cultural experiences, including friends who had similarly moved 

between Thailand and the United States. These connections were sustained through everyday 

urban practices such as exploring restaurants, neighborhoods, and cultural spaces across the 

city. For Leah, belonging emerged through repeated encounters and shared routines rather than 

formal membership, illustrating how globally mobile individuals may cultivate relational 

support through everyday spatial practices within the urban environment. 

Despite these differences, participants suggested that relational support structures were 

experienced pragmatically rather than ideologically. Living arrangements, economic 

considerations, and social expectations shaped proximity to family and peers, influencing 

whether belonging was anchored within familial or peer networks. In Singapore, proximity to 

family often reinforced inside group belonging and relational continuity, while in New York City 

residential independence encouraged fluid peer networks with more permeable boundaries. 

These patterns indicate that relational anchorage reflects both cultural norms and structural 

conditions that shape opportunities for connection. Together, these findings underscore how 

belonging for globally mobile individuals is negotiated through evolving relational ecosystems 

that balance stability with permeability across urban contexts. 
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VI-D. Institutional Social Services 

Singapore and New York City’s care landscapes reflect the broader contrast between structured 

and diffuse resource provision identified in participant accounts. In examining organizations 

that provide transition-specific support for globally mobile families, the Overseas Missionary 

Fellowship (OMF) emerged as a useful comparative example of care tailored to TCKs and their 

families. As a global Christian-based organization supporting missionary mobility, OMF offers 

programs addressing relocation, re-entry, and identity negotiation, experiences closely aligned 

with those described by participants. The organization therefore provides insight into how 

transition-oriented care can be structured while remaining relationally grounded. 

While OMF operates internationally, access to TCK-focused programming differs significantly 

across case contexts. Engagement with the organization’s United States chapter revealed the 

absence of a localized New York City network and limited program activity for returning families 

during the research period. More broadly, New York City’s care landscape is characterized not 

only by public provision but by a substantial reliance on private sector services. Public 

institutions such as NYC Health + Hospitals provide extensive medical and behavioral health 

coverage across numerous facilities. However, participants more frequently referenced private 

healthcare and counseling providers, including major hospital systems such as Mount Sinai, 

NewYork-Presbyterian (affiliated with Columbia and Cornell Universities), and NYU Langone 

Health, as well as smaller-scale practices such as Therapy Brooklyn, The Centered Space, and 

Momentum Counselling and Consulting for more specific TCK-specific mental healthcare 

services. This mixed system reflects a care environment in which access is shaped by a 

combination of public infrastructure and privately mediated services. 
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Despite the breadth of available resources, these systems are largely designed to address general 

population needs rather than the specific transitional and identity-related experiences 

associated with globally mobile youths and families. As a result, institutional care in New York 

City remains structurally abundant but contextually diffuse, requiring individuals to interpret, 

navigate, and assemble relevant forms of support independently. This reinforces a pattern 

identified across interviews in which care is accessible but not readily legible without prior 

knowledge, personal networks, or self-directed exploration. 

In addition to formal healthcare and counseling systems, New York City’s care landscape also 

includes emerging semi-formal initiatives that address mobility-related identity and transition 

experiences outside traditional institutions. One example is Third-Culture Kids NYC 

(@thirdculturekidsNYC on Instagram), a social media-based platform launched in January 

2026 that raises awareness of TCK experiences through interviews with adults who attended 

international schools. The initiative experienced rapid growth, reaching more than four 

thousand followers within its first few months, suggesting a strong demand for spaces where 

mobility-shaped experiences can be recognized and shared. Informal discussions with the 

founder emphasized the need to spread awareness of TCKs and provide an accessible platform 

for TCKs to connect with one another. While not a formal social service, the platform illustrates 

how informal digitally-mediated and community-driven spaces can play an equally significant 

role in facilitating recognition, continuity, and relational support, particularly where 

institutional services remain generalized or difficult to navigate. 

A contrasting pattern emerged in Singapore, where mobility-oriented initiatives appeared more 

identifiable within the broader care ecosystem. OMF Singapore maintains active engagement 

with mobile families through re-entry workshops, mentoring relationships, and transition 

support initiatives embedded within community networks. This localized presence allows 
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mobility experiences to be addressed through structured yet relational programs, highlighting 

how institutional presence shapes not only service availability but also recognition of mobility as 

a shared experience. 

Interview insights from Singapore’s youth mental health and transition-support sector further 

contextualized these observations. Participants described Singapore’s care ecosystem as 

operating through a hybrid model involving government institutions, voluntary welfare 

organizations, and independent social service agencies. Cheyenne, a Limitless counsellor in the 

youth-specific mental healthcare system, explained that the organization functions as a social 

service agency, but not affiliated with the government, despite receiving grant funding and 

aligning with national programmatic goals. This arrangement reflects a governance structure in 

which the state coordinates and funds services while nonprofit organizations deliver the 

support. Such hybrid configurations contribute to perceptions of institutional reliability while 

also introducing variation in relational accessibility. 

Interview insights from a care provider working with globally mobile children further 

highlighted the role of transition-oriented support within this ecosystem. The care provider 

described creating spaces for TCKs to process experiences of movement, noting that sessions 

encourage children to “talk about their life overseas,” share memories, and express losses 

associated with relocation. These conversations occur through games, storytelling, and creative 

activities that enable participants to articulate feelings of disconnection in supportive 

environments. The emphasis on shared storytelling underscores the relational nature of 

transition support and the role of peer recognition in sustaining continuity across mobility. 

Re-entry programs further illustrate how semi-formal care is structured around transitional 

moments. Workshops organized collaboratively across church networks provide short-term 
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support for families returning to Singapore, with the care provider explaining that “what helps 

the most is to hear and know they are not alone.” (Anonymous care provider informant #1, 

personal communication, February 6, 2026) These programs create temporary communities of 

shared experience that allow participants to debrief anxieties and reconstruct continuity. At the 

same time, their limited duration and reliance on specific community networks highlight the 

bounded nature of such support systems, positioning them as transitional anchors rather than 

permanent care infrastructures. 

Participants’ experiences with OMF reinforced these observations. Cronos reflected that the 

re-entry program “opened [her] eyes that there were so many other TCKs around [her], and that 

they are not alone,” describing the environment as one where even infrequent meetings felt 

“comfortable and safe every time.” (Cronos, personal communication, February 2, 2026) She 

attributed this sense of safety to shared relational norms, noting that TCKs were “less quick to 

judge, open to differences, and don’t make a big deal out of their backgrounds.” In contrast, 

interactions with non-TCK peers sometimes involved surprise or misunderstanding that could 

make TCKs “feel hurt and alienated.” These reflections illustrate how peer recognition within 

mobility-oriented spaces can foster continuity through shared experiential understanding. 

Both interviews also revealed the intermediary role of non-governmental providers in navigating 

institutional constraints. Cheyenne noted that Limitless often receives referrals when schools or 

healthcare providers “can only work within the school barriers,” illustrating how social service 

agencies bridge gaps between formal systems and lived needs. Similarly, the care provider 

described maintaining contact with families before transitions so that children are “more willing 

to talk” when relocation occurs. These relational strategies demonstrate how continuity of 

relationships supports engagement with care beyond formal institutional pathways and 
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reinforces the importance of relational mediation in translating institutional availability into 

meaningful support. 

The interviews further illuminated structural gaps within formal systems, particularly in 

education and counseling contexts. The care provider emphasized that “no formal institutions” 

exist to comprehensively support TCK transitions and noted that educators may lack the cultural 

understanding necessary to assist returning students effectively. Language barriers, classroom 

expectations, and limited recognition of mobility-related identity challenges were described as 

compounding adjustment difficulties. Consequently, transition support often relies on 

semi-formal or relational initiatives rather than standardized institutional frameworks. 

Finally, both interviews highlighted cultural and structural barriers shaping engagement with 

care. Cheyenne identified stigma, cost, and procedural requirements as persistent obstacles to 

accessing mental health services, while the care provider observed that many TCK experiences 

remain unnoticed because “you don’t talk about these things.” (Cheyenne, personal 

communication, February 3, 2026) These experiences thereby show that institutional support 

alone does not guarantee accessibility, as navigating care often still relies on personal networks, 

awareness, and social mediation. 

VI-E. Anchoring Beyond Place 

An additional layer of environmental anchoring emerged through participants’ relationships 

with specific forms of social infrastructure, such as public libraries and places of worship. 

Notably, these reflections were often prompted by the interview question, “Are there specific 

spaces where you feel at ease?”, which invited participants to articulate experiences of 

grounding through spatial references. Cronos described a local library in Singapore as a “heavy 
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anchor point” that remained meaningful across periods of return and transition. While this 

attachment initially appears spatial, their account suggests that its significance was rooted less 

in the physical site itself and more in the relational patterns it enabled and reproduced. The 

familiarity of books, many of which were encountered during earlier developmental stages, 

provided a sense of continuity across time, while the repeated act of reading functioned as a 

stabilizing routine that could be reactivated regardless of location. The library, in this sense, 

operated as a medium through which these practices could be sustained, offering a space where 

they could “forget the outside” and momentarily disengage from the demands of urban life. 

Cronos’s experience aligns with Latham and Layton’s (2019) conceptualization of libraries as 

social infrastructure that support varied forms of urban inhabitation, including quiet presence, 

routine, and self-directed engagement. However, in Cronos’s case, the library’s significance did 

not primarily lie in its capacity to facilitate social encounter, but in its ability to host familiar 

practices and embodied rhythms that carried across different contexts. Belonging here was 

therefore not anchored in the fixed qualities of the place itself, but in the continuity of relational 

and habitual engagements that the space made possible. Physical places therefore become 

meaningful because they enable familiar routines and repeated forms of engagement that help 

ATCKs build attachment within any city.  

This pattern extended beyond built environments into natural landscapes, particularly coastal 

spaces. In response to the same question, Cronos associated feelings of grounding with visits to 

the beach near her grandparents’ home, where the “vastness of the sea” offered a counterpoint 

to the density and intensity of Singapore’s urban environment. They reflected that this attraction 

may be rooted in their upbringing in mountainous regions characterized by openness and 

expansive views. While they did not express strong attachment to specific places, these recurring 

environmental experiences provided moments of emotional regulation and spatial orientation. 

Page 70 



 

Cumulatively, these accounts suggest that even when participants articulate belonging through 

spatial imagery, these responses are often mediated by deeper relational, sensory, and 

experiential continuities that extend beyond any single location. 

A comparable dynamic emerged in Nathanael’s reflections on belonging within a church 

community in Singapore. When describing spaces where he felt at ease, Nathanael emphasized 

not the physical setting of the church itself, but the forms of familiarity embedded within its 

social and cultural practices. He described feeling a strong sense of belonging within a 

congregation that he perceived as “inclusive,” noting that it “had sign language and seven 

language denominations.” He participated in the Korean-language congregation for 

approximately two years, explaining that it “felt more familiar” to him. 

Upon reflection, this sense of familiarity was not tied to the spatial characteristics of the church, 

but to the relational and cultural patterns enacted within it. Practices such as sharing meals and 

collectively washing dishes after services mirrored aspects of his everyday life growing up in 

Thailand, allowing him to reconnect with familiar rhythms of social interaction and communal 

care. The use of the Korean language further deepened this sense of belonging, as it connected 

him to formative relationships with close friends from his childhood in Thailand, whom he 

continues to consider among his closest confidants. In this way, belonging emerged not from the 

site itself, but through the reactivation of relational memories, cultural practices, and social ties 

carried across contexts. 

Across, these accounts reinforce a broader pattern observed across participants: belonging for 

ATCKs is not primarily rooted in stable geographic attachment but is instead produced through 

relational, cultural, and experiential continuities that can be carried across spaces. Social 

infrastructure, natural environments, and community practices function not as fixed sites of 
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belonging, but as mediums through which familiarity, recognition, and emotional grounding are 

intermittently reconstituted. Belonging therefore operates less as a property of place and more 

as an emergent condition shaped by relationships, routines, and repeated forms of engagement 

across shifting spatial contexts. 

~*~*~ 

The following diagrams visualize these differences in how care is encountered across the two 

cities. In Singapore, support is more often accessed through structured and legible institutional 

pathways, where services are coordinated and easier to identify. In contrast, care in New York 

City is more dispersed across community networks, organizations, and informal systems, 

requiring individuals to actively navigate between multiple points of support. These contrasting 

arrangements shape how individuals build familiarity, trust, and belonging within everyday 

urban life through transitions. 

Difference in Care Perception for ATCKs in Singapore vs NYC 
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Image Source: Author 

Figure 3. Comparative perception of care infrastructure dimensions across Singapore 

and New York City.  

This diagram synthesizes the study’s findings by mapping how different forms of care are perceived and 

valued across key dimensions of everyday life. Values extending toward the outer edge indicate increasing 

reliance in constructing belonging. The comparison highlights contrasting orientations: Singapore reflects 

stronger reliance on formal, institutionalized structures, while New York City reflects a greater 

dependence on relational, informal, and self-directed systems. This suggests that care infrastructure 

operates not only as a material system, but as a perceived hierarchy of support shaped by planning 

contexts, governance structures, and lived experience. 

Together, these findings suggest that care infrastructure cannot be understood solely as a system 

of provision, but as a lived and interpreted environment through which individuals construct 

continuity over time. For Adult Third-Culture Kids, belonging does not emerge from the 

presence of care alone, but from the ability to recognize, access, and rely on it within specific 

urban contexts. The comparison between Singapore and New York City demonstrates that 

planning systems do more than organize resources; they shape how care is perceived, navigated, 

and ultimately made meaningful in everyday life. This reframing positions care infrastructure as 

both a structural and experiential condition, raising critical questions about how urban planning 

might better support populations whose lives are defined not by stability, but by mobility and 

ongoing reconstruction of belonging.  
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VII. Implications for Urban Planning 

The findings of this study reveal how globally mobile individuals navigate urban environments 

structured around assumptions of stability, continuity, and territorially anchored forms of 

rootedness. While Singapore and New York City differ in their institutional organization and 

modes of care provision, participants’ experiences consistently point to a shared tension 

between regulatory systems that presume territorial permanence and lived mobility trajectories 

shaped by transition, rupture, and relational continuity. This section interprets these findings 

through a planning and governance lens, examining how institutional legibility, educational 

systems, and relational networks interact to support or complicate the formation of belonging 

across contexts. 

At the core of this tension is a misalignment between territorial rootedness and social 

rootedness. Territorial rootedness is embedded within planning systems and associated with 

long-term residence and territorial permanence, while social rootedness is constructed through 

relationships, routines, and networks that persist across movement. For globally mobile 

individuals, particularly ATCKs, continuity is not anchored in a single place but in socially 

embedded and portable forms of connection. Institutional systems provide structure and access, 

yet they often presume familiarity, linear progression, and stable residence, placing the burden 

of navigation and adaptation on individuals. As a result, mobility is recognized administratively 

as a temporary condition, but its cumulative and developmental impacts remain insufficiently 

addressed within planning frameworks. 

This misalignment suggests that mobility should not be treated as an exception to urban life, 

particularly as contemporary cities increasingly depend on transnational labor, education, and 

professional mobility as drivers of economic growth. Yet many planning systems continue to 
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organize access to housing, services, and belonging around assumptions of stable residence and 

linear settlement, revealing structural gaps in how continuity is supported across movement. 

Addressing these gaps requires urban planning to move beyond territorial permanence alone 

and engage more directly with how continuity and belonging are sustained through mobility. 

This requires a shift toward recognizing relational forms of rootedness, improving institutional 

legibility, and coordinating systems that support non-linear life trajectories. In doing so, 

planning can better support diverse identities and mobility-shaped experiences of belonging 

within contemporary urban life.  

This section identifies key planning levers that can help reorient urban planning frameworks 

toward supporting mobility-shaped lives across contemporary cities. Rather than proposing 

population-specific solutions, it advances a mobility-responsive approach that focuses on how 

planning systems can better sustain relational continuity, improve institutional legibility, and 

support non-linear experiences of access, transition, and belonging. ATCKs are positioned not as 

an isolated population, but as a lens through which broader tensions between mobility and 

territorially rooted planning systems become visible. Collectively, these shifts reframe mobility 

as a normative condition of urban life and challenge the assumption that stability and belonging 

must be tied to permanent territorial rootedness.  

VII-A. A Conceptual Shift: Reframing Rootedness in Urban Planning 

The findings of this study suggest that urban planning must move beyond a singular reliance on 

territorial rootedness as the primary indicator of stability and belonging. Conventional planning 

frameworks tend to equate integration with territorial permanence, expressed through 

long-term residence, property relations, and linear engagement with institutions. However, for 

globally mobile individuals, and particularly ATCKs, continuity is more often anchored in social 
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rootedness, sustained through relationships, routines, and networks that persist across 

geographic movement. This challenges the assumption that stability must be spatially fixed. 

Reframing rootedness in relational terms requires a broader understanding of how belonging is 

produced within urban environments. Institutional systems are typically organized around 

assumptions of familiarity, predictability, and progression, which can obscure the experiences of 

individuals navigating repeated transitions. Planning must therefore recognize mobility as an 

ongoing condition that reshapes how individuals engage with space, institutions, and 

communities. This shift calls for an expanded definition of care infrastructure, one that not only 

provides place-based services but also supports the formation and maintenance of continuity 

across movement. In doing so, urban planning can accommodate diverse trajectories of 

belonging that are not dependent on long-term territorial permanence. 

VII-B. Spatial Design as Supplementation for Continuity 

Translating this conceptual shift into practice requires rethinking how urban environments are 

designed to support continuity beyond fixed residence. The findings highlight the central role of 

relational networks as informal infrastructures that enable individuals to navigate transitions 

and access support. However, reliance on such networks often depends on prior access, social 

positioning, or chance encounters, resulting in uneven experiences of support. Urban planning 

can reduce this unevenness by embedding relational continuity within the city’s spatial fabric. 

Improving spatial legibility involves investing in social infrastructure that is both physically 

accessible and spatially intelligible. Community hubs, libraries, schools, and multi-use civic 

spaces can be designed not only as service points, but as environments where layout, circulation, 

and visibility support intuitive navigation and repeated encounter. Spatial strategies such as 

Page 76 



 

clear sightlines, transparent or permeable boundaries, and the clustering of complementary 

functions within a single spatial field can reduce the need for prior institutional knowledge, 

allowing users to encounter services, activities, and social interactions through proximity rather 

than deliberate search. 

At a more granular level, the design of thresholds and shared spaces plays a critical role in 

lowering barriers to participation. Semi-public zones such as atriums, courtyards, and shared 

lobbies can act as intermediary environments between the street and more formal interiors, 

enabling individuals to observe, pause, and gradually engage. Flexible spatial elements, 

including open-plan communal areas, movable partitions, and adaptable seating arrangements, 

can support a range of uses without requiring formal entry or long-term commitment. 

Intergenerational and multi-use environments can be spatially layered rather than segregated, 

allowing different groups to co-exist within a shared setting while maintaining varying degrees 

of comfort and privacy. These spatial configurations thereby create conditions for encounter and 

repeated presence, supporting the gradual formation of relational continuity over time. 

Equally important is the visibility and legibility of care infrastructures within everyday urban 

environments. Services such as counseling, community support, and transition resources are 

often embedded within institutional silos and remain difficult to locate, particularly for 

newcomers. Spatial strategies can address this by integrating clear signage, multilingual 

information systems, and digital-physical interfaces that map available resources across the city. 

Embedding care services within commonly accessed spaces such as schools, transit nodes, and 

libraries can further reduce barriers to access and normalize engagement with support systems. 

Designing for continuity also requires accommodating non-linear and cyclical patterns of 

engagement with urban space. Globally mobile individuals may repeatedly enter, exit, and 
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re-engage with the same city, requiring environments that support reorientation as much as 

initial integration. This may include transitional housing models, short-term access to 

community facilities, and adaptable public spaces that do not rely on long-term membership or 

residency. Such approaches recognize that presence in the city is not always continuous, yet 

continuity of belonging can still be supported. 

Urban environments must also enable participation across diverse linguistic and cultural 

contexts. While multilingualism can foster adaptability and inclusion, rigid normative 

expectations within institutions and public spaces may create barriers to engagement. Designing 

spaces that accommodate multiple forms of communication, through multilingual signage, 

culturally inclusive programming, and flexible modes of interaction, can reduce these barriers. 

Importantly, these interventions extend beyond addressing the needs of ATCKs alone, reflecting 

broader urban conditions shaped by mobility, migration, and transient populations. 

Infrastructure such as transport networks, public service hubs, and co-located programming 

within community spaces already serve diverse and fluid user groups, suggesting that 

mobility-oriented design has a much wider audience. In this sense, spatial design extends 

beyond physical form to shape the social conditions through which individuals can access, 

interpret, and participate in urban life.  

VII-C. Legible Networks for Mobility Governance 

Beyond spatial design, the findings point to the need for governance systems that are better 

aligned with mobility-shaped lives. Both Singapore and New York City demonstrate that the 

availability of services does not guarantee accessibility, as engagement is often mediated 

through institutional complexity, fragmented systems, or reliance on informal networks. For 
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globally mobile individuals, navigating urban systems requires continuous learning and 

interpretation, effectively placing the burden of institutional literacy on individuals and families. 

Education systems operate as critical infrastructures that mediate how globally mobile 

individuals engage with broader institutional environments. While curriculum design is often 

the primary focus of educational planning, accessibility and effectiveness extend beyond what is 

taught to include who is able to enter these systems, at what point, and under what conditions. 

Entry pathways, placement mechanisms, and transitions between educational systems can 

significantly shape how youths experience continuity and belonging within a new urban context. 

Here, the relational aspect of education’s culture is formed, past the content-focused education. 

Equally important is the role of educators as key actors within this infrastructure. Teachers are 

not only responsible for delivering curriculum, but also for interpreting and responding to the 

diverse experiences that students bring into the classroom. Supporting globally mobile youths 

therefore requires ensuring that educators are equipped with both the knowledge and practical 

resources to navigate cultural difference, transition-related challenges, and non-linear 

educational trajectories. This includes training that fosters openness, adaptability, and curiosity, 

enabling educators to engage with mobility not as a deficit, but as a distinct lived experience. 

At the same time, these expectations place additional emotional and professional demands on 

educators and families. A mobility-responsive governance approach must therefore extend 

support not only to students, but also to the broader ecosystem of care surrounding them. This 

includes creating environments in which teachers and parents feel supported, resourced, and 

able to engage constructively with transition processes. By shifting from individual adaptation 

toward shared responsibility across institutions, education can function as a bridge between 

territorial systems and socially rooted forms of continuity. These efforts also point toward the 
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need for coordination beyond the urban scale, suggesting that mobility-responsive planning 

requires alignment across municipal, national, and international systems of governance. 

A mobility-responsive governance approach would therefore prioritize institutional legibility, 

flexibility, and coordination across sectors. This includes simplifying access pathways and 

improving transparency. Systems should allow for flexible and non-linear engagement, 

accommodating individuals whose trajectories do not follow continuous or predictable patterns 

of residence, education, or employment. At the same time, governance must operate across 

multiple scales, fostering coordination between public agencies, private providers, and 

community organizations. 

Finally, planning can play a role in developing anticipatory and transition-oriented 

infrastructures that support individuals before, during, and after mobility. Providing curated 

resource networks, mentorship opportunities, and informational guidance through migration 

and education systems can reduce friction during transitions without requiring entirely new 

institutional structures. Such approaches shift planning from reactive service provision toward 

proactive coordination, creating supportive “bumpers” that enable diverse mobility trajectories 

to unfold within urban environments. 

~*~*~ 

All in all, these three shifts repositions urban planning at a critical juncture, where longstanding 

assumptions of territorial permanence and stability are increasingly misaligned with the 

realities of mobile urban life. Treating mobility as an exception risks perpetuating systems that 

are inaccessible, exclusionary, and dependent on informal forms of navigation. Instead, 

planning must engage mobility as a structural condition that reshapes how continuity, 

belonging, and care are produced within cities. The experiences of ATCKs make these tensions 
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visible, but they are not unique to this group. As patterns of movement intensify globally, the 

capacity of cities to support socially rooted yet spatially fluid lives will become a defining 

measure of urban resilience and inclusivity. 
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VIII. Conclusion 

The experiences of ATCKs in Singapore and New York City reveal that urban care ecosystems 

are not neutral backdrops to mobility, but actively shape how continuity, support, and belonging 

are negotiated across movement. Across both contexts, relational continuity emerged as the 

primary organizing condition of rootedness. Family ties, peer networks, and semi-formal 

communities functioned as critical infrastructures of care, enabling stability in the absence of 

territorially fixed belonging. At the same time, institutional systems in both cities remain largely 

oriented toward territorially stable populations, resulting in limited recognition of mobility as an 

ongoing developmental condition rather than a temporary disruption. This misalignment 

produces uneven access to support, where care is often informally sustained rather than 

structurally provisioned. 

Differences between the two cities further illustrate how planning cultures shape the 

accessibility and coherence of care. Singapore’s system was experienced as procedurally 

integrated yet selectively permeable, offering structured entry points that remain bounded by 

eligibility and awareness. In contrast, New York City’s landscape appeared institutionally 

extensive but fragmented, requiring high levels of individual navigation to access available 

resources. Altogether, these findings demonstrate that the presence of care infrastructures alone 

is insufficient; their coordination, legibility, and inclusivity are equally critical in shaping lived 

experiences of mobility. 

These insights carry broader implications for urban planning. Mobility should not be treated as 

an exceptional condition external to planning systems, but as a recurring and structuring feature 

of contemporary urban life. As such, planning must move beyond frameworks premised on 

stability and territorial fixity toward approaches that recognize continuity as something 

Page 82 



 

relationally and infrastructurally produced across movement. This reframes care infrastructure 

as a central planning concern, not only as physical or social provision, but as an intermediary 

system that enables individuals to navigate transitions over time. 

This thesis contributes to existing scholarship by bridging three bodies of literature that are 

rarely integrated: care infrastructure, globally mobile identity formation, and urban planning. 

By positioning ATCKs as an analytical lens rather than a bounded population, the study reveals 

how mobility exposes structural limitations within planning systems that assume territorial 

stability. In doing so, it advances a reconceptualization of urban planning as a care-oriented, 

multi-scalar system that must support continuity not only within place, but across movement. 

Rather than requiring entirely new institutional structures, the findings point toward the need 

for adaptive mechanisms within existing governance and service frameworks. This includes 

improving the visibility and coordination of resources, embedding transition-sensitive support 

within educational and community institutions, and designing spaces and programs that 

accommodate fluid and hybrid forms of belonging. In doing so, urban planning can more 

effectively support globally-mobile populations whose lives are shaped not by territorial 

permanence, but by ongoing mobility. 

More broadly, the findings highlight a fundamental tension within contemporary urbanization. 

While globalization has been widely embraced as a driver of economic growth, knowledge 

exchange, and cultural diversity, the infrastructures required to support the lived consequences 

of sustained mobility remain underdeveloped. If mobility is actively produced and normalized 

within global cities, then the responsibility to sustain continuity, care, and belonging within 

these conditions must also be recognized as a core planning concern. 
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Limitations 

Several limitations should be acknowledged. The sample size was limited and does not support 

statistical generalization, reflecting the exploratory nature of this research design. Recruitment 

methods also shaped the diversity of perspectives captured. In New York City, participant access 

relied primarily on personal networks and word-of-mouth referrals, while in Singapore 

recruitment was largely facilitated through connections within faith-based organizations and 

subsequent referrals to acquaintances. These pathways admittedly produced clusters of 

participants and care providers, narrowing the range of mobility experiences represented. 

Time constraints further restricted the breadth of participant recruitment, institutional 

engagement, and comparative synthesis achievable within the research period. As a result, the 

study provides an initial exploratory account rather than a comprehensive mapping of ATCK 

experiences or care infrastructures across both cities. Future research would benefit from 

broader recruitment strategies that engage a more diverse range of ATCKs across life stages, 

migration histories, and socioeconomic backgrounds, alongside expanded collaboration with 

organizations across educational, mental health, and community sectors. With additional time 

and resources, field-based observation of gathering spaces, workshops, and community 

environments would further enrich the analysis. Such ethnographic approaches could illuminate 

interactional dynamics, environmental atmospheres, and informal practices that remain less 

visible through interview-based methods alone. 

These methodological and temporal constraints further shape the comparative structure of the 

study itself. The comparison between Singapore and New York City is not a symmetrical one, as 

Singapore operates simultaneously as a city, island, and nation-state, whereas New York City is 

merely a singular city within a broader federal system of the United States of America. 
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Consequently, forms of identification, governance, and institutional coordination differ in scale 

and intensity, influencing how belonging and rootedness are experienced and articulated. Both 

cities are also characterized by high levels of global capital circulation, functioning as key nodes 

for financial flows, investment, and elite mobility. This shared positioning introduces additional 

layers of complexity, as experiences of mobility and belonging are shaped not only by 

developmental and cultural factors, but also by uneven access to economic resources and the 

infrastructures that accompany them. 

These constraints situate the findings as indicative rather than exhaustive. Singapore emerged 

as the more developed case within the study, reflecting both recruitment conditions and the 

visibility of institutional structures. Future research may strengthen this analysis by establishing 

comparative baselines through interviews with non-TCK or more territorially rooted residents 

within each city. Such perspectives would enable clearer distinctions between experiences 

specific to mobility-shaped lives and those that reflect broader urban conditions within each 

city, allowing for a deeper understanding of how planning systems support, or fail to support, 

diverse forms of rootedness, primarily in terms of relation and territory, across populations. 

Building on this, future research could expand the analytical scope beyond ATCKs by engaging a 

wider range of globally mobile populations, including migrants, refugees, and other groups 

whose mobility is shaped by differing degrees of choice and constraint. Interview-based 

approaches across these populations would enable a more nuanced comparison of how 

continuity, belonging, and access to care infrastructures are experienced under varying 

socioeconomic and political conditions. Further inquiry could also explore additional thematic 

dimensions, such as the role of legal status, labor precarity, digital infrastructures, and 

transnational networks in shaping mobility experiences. Such extensions would deepen 
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understanding of how care systems operate across diverse mobility contexts, and strengthen the 

development of more inclusive, adaptive, and context-sensitive planning frameworks.  

~*~*~ 

Despite these limitations, the narratives documented point toward the broader analytical 

relevance of ATCK experiences within an increasingly mobile and interconnected world. While 

not representative, they offer insight into how forms of belonging and continuity are 

reconfigured under conditions of sustained mobility. The relational orientation reflected in 

participant accounts resonates with the Indonesian concept of Bhinneka Tunggal Ika (unity in 

diversity), capturing modes of relatedness shaped through ambiguity, multiplicity, and the 

in-between. In this context, home is no longer anchored solely to fixed territory, but emerges as 

a relational and hybrid condition spanning both physical and virtual domains. Rather than a 

stable endpoint, it is continuously assembled through people, practices, and environments 

across time. As such, home may be experienced as temporary in duration yet enduring in 

meaning, suggesting that continuity in mobile lives is derived from the capacity to sustain 

connection across shifting contexts. Home continually shifts along with transitions in life; 

“People come and go, and that’s just the international life” (Author’s interview with Leah, 2026). 

Within this context, cities do not simply contain experiences of home, but actively structure the 

conditions through which it is formed and sustained. Care infrastructure therefore assumes 

particular importance as a bridge across transitions rather than a static system of provision. The 

findings suggest that urban planning must engage mobility through a systems-oriented 

approach, recognizing the interplay between governance frameworks, educational institutions, 

social services, and relational networks in shaping processes of adjustment and continuity. 

Strategic yet incremental interventions, including improved cross-sector coordination, 
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transition-oriented support mechanisms, and greater institutional recognition of mobility, may 

collectively contribute to more adaptive and legible urban environments. 

In this sense, care infrastructure operates not only at the level of resource provision, but also as 

a psychological and affective stabilizer. The visibility, legibility, and perceived reliability of 

support systems shape how individuals interpret unfamiliar environments, influencing their 

willingness to engage, connect, and remain. For mobility-shaped individuals, this perceived 

availability becomes a critical form of grounding, even in the absence of direct use. 

While this study has focused on relatively privileged forms of mobility, it is important to 

recognize that mobility is not always elective. Other forms of movement, most notably those 

associated with refugees and migrant populations, are often shaped by constraint, displacement, 

and precarity rather than choice. Despite these differences, such populations may similarly 

experience disrupted rootedness, where continuity must be reconstructed across fragmented 

institutional and spatial conditions. This broader perspective suggests that the challenges 

identified in this study are not confined to ATCKs alone, but reflect systemic limitations in how 

urban environments engage with mobility as a structuring condition of contemporary life. 

It also opens further conceptual threads around cosmopolitanism, a term historically associated 

with rootlessness, sometimes celebrated as openness and adaptability, and at other times 

critiqued as detachment or lack of belonging. In this sense, mobility reveals not only uneven 

access to resources, but also contested cultural meanings around what it means to belong. 

This calls for greater attention to the design of everyday urban environments. Spaces such as 

libraries, community centers, cafés, and shared public realms function as low-threshold entry 

points into social life, particularly for individuals navigating unfamiliar contexts. Designing for 

Page 87 



 

repeated encounter, accessibility, and informal participation can support the gradual formation 

of relational continuity, complementing institutional forms of care. 

Ultimately, care infrastructure emerges not as a specialized response to marginal populations, 

but as a foundational dimension of contemporary urban life. In an increasingly mobile world, 

the capacity of cities to sustain continuity across movement may become as critical as their 

ability to provide stability within place. This repositions urban planning as an inherently caring 

practice, one that extends beyond the organization of space toward the cultivation of conditions 

through which lives in transition can remain coherent, connected, and supported over time. By 

this logic, planning is not only about shaping cities, but about shaping how we live with one 

another across difference, movement, and change.  
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