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Abstract 

This study considers how international relocations impact the environmental identities of mobile 

adolescents, popularly known as “Third Culture Kids”, focusing on those residing in Hong Kong. 

In a mixed methods approach, the Nisbet, Zelenski, and Murphy (2008) Nature Relatedness 

Scale and aspects of the Raymond, Brown, and Weber (2010) Place Attachment Scale were used 

to survey students attending international schools. Follow-up interviews provided insight into the 

adolescents’ experiences, feelings, and processes of identity formation and sense of place upon 

relocation. Findings indicate that international mobility does not negatively impact an 

adolescent’s relationship with nature and may enhance adolescent understanding of the 

interconnection of global systems. Adolescents were found to incorporate several locations into 

their sense of place and environmental identities through an ongoing process of negotiation. This 

calls for the expansion of the concept of “sense of place” to be inclusive of multiple locations 

that form an individual’s environmental identity. 

Keywords: sense of place, environmental identity, nature relatedness scale, place 

attachment scale, international mobility, third culture kids 
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Chapter One: Background 

The future facing young children and adolescents is undeniably filled with a world of 

significant environmental challenges and increased global interconnection. Education has the 

ability to help foster the empathy, agency, ingenuity, and knowledge that young people will need 

to approach environmental issues later in their lives. An understanding of the lived experiences 

of children and youth is a key starting point to most effectively foster the skills and personal 

characteristics needed to engage with and advocate for the environment. An increasing number 

of children and adolescents are experiencing lives of high mobility and have grown up in 

multiple places. This study explores the ways in which international mobility impacts an 

adolescent’s sense of place and environmental identity. 

Connection as a Foundation for Environmentalism 

Environmental researchers and thinkers often emphasize connection and intimacy with 

one’s immediate environments as foundational to developing environmental awareness and 

action. Research on “sense of place” has established that having a personal connection to an 

environment is a significant precursor to the formation of environmental values and pro-

environmental behaviours (Kals & Ittner, 2003; van der Werff, Steg, & Keizer, 2013). In an 

analysis of a range of contemporary environmental philosophy, Heise (2008) summarized that 

“in spite of significant differences in social outlook, certain features recur across a wide variety 

of environmentalist perspectives that emphasize a sense of place as a basic prerequisite for 

environmental awareness and activism” (p. 33). 

Sense of place is generally understood to refer to the attachment and connection that an 

individual feels towards a place and the incorporation of that place into his or her personal 

identity. This emphasis on forming a sense of place as a prerequisite to environmental values and 
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behaviours may seem like a concern for individuals who live mobile lives and have experiences 

in multiple locations: Does their mobility impact their ability to form relationships with nature 

and develop a sense of place? 

Internationally Mobile Adolescents 

New York to Sydney; Hong Kong to Beijing; and Dubai back to Hong Kong: What reads 

like the itinerary of a world tour is actually an example of the places of residence and life 

transitions of an internationally mobile adolescent from birth to age 17. In an increasingly 

interconnected world, more and more individuals—such as the teenager described above—are 

spending their childhood and adolescent years in multiple cities, countries, and environments. 

These adolescents experience diverse cultures and languages in varied geographies and ecologies. 

Parental career choices are often the reason for childhood and adolescent transience, but 

changing family dynamics, evolving political and economic climates, and individual choice also 

impact mobility. 

Characterizing and studying the lives of internationally mobile children is challenging, as 

the range of life experiences encompass a world of familial, cultural, ethnic, linguistic, and 

environmental possibilities and combinations. Internationally mobile children and youth are 

sometimes referred to in the literature as “expatriate children,” “global nomads,” or “third-

culture kids,” each term with its own nuances in definition (Fail, Thompson, & Walker, 2004; 

McCaig, 2011; Pollock & Van Reken, 2009). Despite the terminology used, common 

characteristics are shared by these children and youth. Previous studies described the difficulties 

that mobile children and adolescents can have in constructing social and cultural identities and in 

connecting to concepts of home because of their experiences living in numerous social contexts 

and having relocated multiple times (Fail et al., 2004; Grimshaw & Sears, 2008). This study 
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extends these research fields by focussing on the connections that internationally mobile 

adolescents feel with physical places and environments and the ways that their experiences have 

shaped their environmental identities. 

Bringing Them Together 

How do the lived experiences of these mobile adolescents then fit into current discourse 

on sense of place? Instead of having one primary place of residence to connect with emotionally 

and cognitively, internationally mobile adolescents have lived in multiple locations, and likely 

have difficulty identifying a singular home location (Nette & Hayden, 2007). These mobile 

children and adolescents often attend educational institutions that aim to be international and are 

founded on the belief that education has the power to create positive global change. 

Pollock and VanReken (2009) outlined that growing up internationally means that these 

mobile students often have an expanded view of the world and strengthened cross-cultural skills 

(pp. 111–115), both of which are attributes described as having an “important and meaningful 

contribution to sustainable and tolerant societies” (UNESCO, 2006, p. 8). Mitchener (2013) also 

suggested that internationally mobile youth have the potential to be strong leaders within a global 

context because of their experiences of growing up in multiple places. In a self-published blog, 

one adult who experienced mobility as a child wrote, “Perhaps my chosen career in the 

environmental sector stems in part from my feeling of belonging to the world. I have never been 

a patriot of any nation, but my concern (and pride) is for all” (Zara, para. 8, 2010). This 

individual identifies a potential link between her mobility as an adolescent and her current 

interest in an environmental-related career. The skills and perspectives that internationally 

mobile youth hold because of their multiple relocations impact how they see the world and their 

place within it. 
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Research Questions 

Research on the significance of developing a sense of place as a precursor to the 

formation of environmental values and action is quite robust (Kals & Ittner, 2003; Nisbet, 

Zelenski, & Murphy, 2008; van der Werff et al., 2013). Additionally, there is a large body of 

research on internationally mobile adolescents, which focuses on the social and psychological 

aspects of personal identity formation and the challenges that mobility can pose for some 

children and adolescents (Grimshaw & Sears, 2008; Moore & Barker, 2012; Sears, 2011). 

Chapter 2 expands on these two areas of research. Neither research area, however, has 

specifically addressed the relationship between the transitory realities of many children and 

adolescents and their sense of place. This thesis examines mobile adolescents’ attachments to 

place and relationships with nature for a more complete understanding of their sense of place and 

environmental identities. With this understanding, insights provide targeted environmental 

education approaches for this group of adolescents who occupy a niche role in our globalized 

world. 

This study considered the experiences of secondary school students aged 14 to 18 

currently living and attending international schools in Hong Kong and used a mixed methods 

approach to address three key questions: 

1. What are the relationships, if any, between the number of international relocations 

adolescents have experienced and their general relationship to nature? 

2. What are the relationships, if any, between the number of years adolescents have 

lived in Hong Kong and their attachment to Hong Kong? 

3. How does being internationally mobile impact an adolescent’s environmental identity 

and sense of place? 
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The first two questions were addressed using empirical analysis to examine quantitative 

differences between local students who have lived their entire lives in Hong Kong versus 

students who have lived internationally, in terms of how much both groups of students relate to 

nature and how attached they feel to Hong Kong. The survey that was used in the study 

incorporated sections of two pre-existing scales: the Nisbet, Zelenski, and Murphy (2008) Nature 

Relatedness Scale and the Raymond, Brown, and Weber (2010) Place Attachment Scale. The 

survey was distributed to students from five different international schools in Hong Kong. 

Demographic information was collected: school group, age, gender, number of years living in 

Hong Kong, and number of international relocation. Both scales required students to respond to 

statements on a Likert Scale rating system and responses were analyzed for variance. 

However, survey scales alone could not explain the differences identified between local 

and internationally mobile participants. The underlying reasons are multidimensional, and 

individual interviews provided qualitative insight into the survey results in a way that highlighted 

participant voices. The third research question about a student’s environmental identity and sense 

of place explored adolescents’ diverse experiences. Here, interviews allowed for adolescent 

perspectives to be heard through their words, which is crucial to understanding the personalized 

constructions of identity and relationships with place and nature. Themes were identified and 

organized around the three research questions. A mixed methods approach to this study allowed 

both for distinctions between local Hong Kong adolescents and internationally mobile youth to 

be identified via quantitative survey analysis and for further explanation and elaboration on 

adolescent experiences to be heard through interviews. Further details and rationale for this 

chosen research methodology can be found in Chapter 3, and the full results are organized by 

research question in Chapter 4. 
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Rationale for Hong Kong 

Hong Kong has a considerable number of international schools, which reflects the large 

population of internationally mobile individuals and families that reside in Hong Kong and their 

desire for internationally focussed education with instruction in English. In his overview of 

educational change in Hong Kong, Sweeting (2004) noted, 

By the late 1980s, numerous people who had now established their entry-rights into such 

countries as Canada, the United States, and Australia began to return to Hong Kong, with 

their young families. In some cases, a certain amount of de-culturation of the children had 

occurred in the foreign countries and, therefore, one major demand was for additional 

places at “international schools,” rather than at Chinese-medium schools. (p. 366) 

The development of numerous international schools is also a result of recent years of high 

economic development in Hong Kong, as global businesses often attract expatriate employees 

and their families for varying periods of time (Hayden, 2006). In terms of this research, Hong 

Kong provides a large and varied participant pool of internationally mobile adolescents. Since 

the 1997 handover of Hong Kong territory from the United Kingdom to China, Hong Kong 

exists as a special administrative region (SAR) of the People’s Republic of China. The dominant 

culture in Hong Kong blends colonial western influence with a largely ethnically Chinese 

population. Hong Kong has traditionally acted as an entry point to China for the rest of the world 

and continues to be economically and culturally influenced by both. 

The images and symbols associated with Hong Kong are often of the urban cityscape; 

however, Hong Kong also has quite a diverse ecological landscape with sandy and rocky shores, 

woodland, open grassland, and mountain ranges. Approximately three-quarters of Hong Kong’s 

geographical area is preserved as natural ecological land in the form of country parks or marine 
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parks (Agriculture Fisheries and Conservation Department, 2014). These are accessible public 

spaces; however, the extent to which the residents of Hong Kong or the participants in my study 

use them for recreation is difficult to determine. The point remains that opportunities for 

immersion in natural environments are available to residents and visitors. The ability to move 

between highly urban and rural environments in Hong Kong provides the ideal location as a 

basis for discussion about individual connection to ecological systems at the local level. The 

second research question looked at how attached adolescents who attend international schools 

feel towards Hong Kong by deconstructing place attachment into two domains; place 

identification with Hong Kong and bonding with nature in Hong Kong specifically. 

Study Delimitations 

Students selected for this research were limited to those between the ages of 14 to 18 who 

are in their latter years of their secondary education. I opted to study students who are at least 14 

years old as by this age it is easier to find individuals who have been highly internationally 

mobile and who also have the ability to reflect on their experiences and provide depth of self-

awareness and introspection. The choice to exclude students who have already completed 

secondary school was made in order to avoid the complexities of transitions into tertiary 

education or the workplace, which is often when individuals depart from the nuclear family. 

In order to access these students, five international schools in Hong Kong were recruited 

to participate in this research. The schools approached for this study share key characteristics. 

All of the schools require students to enrol in the International Baccalaureate Diploma 

Programme (IBDP) in the final 2 years of secondary school. Because the schools offer the IBDP, 

pedagogical ideologies and curriculum requirements were kept as consistent as possible for my 

research despite the diverse nationalities and personal life histories of the students. The schools 
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were also selected because they indicated the enrolment of a diversity of nationalities within the 

student body. This is important for my study as schools with varied nationalities means that they 

are more likely to have internationally mobile students in attendance. I also wanted this study to 

be inclusive of multiple ethnicities, cultures, and geographical locations so that this work is 

representative of other mobile adolescents around the world. 

All of the schools in this study use English as the primary language of instruction and 

require students to be fluent in English. The students who attend international schools in Hong 

Kong are likely to be children of parents employed in the diplomatic corps, in education, or by 

multinational corporations in careers such as finance, international shipping, or manufacturing. 

As the international schools studied are all private institutions with significant tuition fees, 

student participants will likely have grown up under privileged circumstances in families that are 

economically upper-middle to upper class. 

Study Significance 

Research about identity formation is foundational to this study, particularly as it relates to 

mobile adolescents and environmentalism. Prior studies on globally mobile individuals have 

primarily considered the social, cultural, and psychological aspects of child and youth identities. 

My research expands on the understanding of individual identity as it relates specifically to 

environmental and physical contexts. The dominant methodologies for studies on international 

mobile youth are qualitative (Moore & Barker, 2012; Sander, 2013; Sears, 2011), so using a 

mixed methods approach adds an unconventional element to empirically compare mobile youth 

to their more local Hong Kong peers. 

Separately, environmental theory has focussed on promoting a localized sense of place 

and has not given significant attention to how environmental identities differ for individuals who 



Environmental Identities and Sense of Place 21 

 

do not have a singular sense of home or place. The results of this research contribute to a richer 

understanding of the experience of these globally mobile young people who, as a group, are 

marginalized within current conceptualizations of environmental identity formation because of 

their unconventional and nonsingular sense of place. The findings of this study call for the 

expansion of the concept of sense of place to be more inclusive by incorporating multiple 

locations concurrently and de-emphasizing a localized understanding of an individual’s sense of 

place. 

Practically, a multidimensional understanding of the experience of globally mobile 

adolescents can be applied to international and environmental education in a number of ways. In 

international education, the concept of global citizenship education is gaining prominence; 

however, definitions of what a “global citizen” is vary. Global citizenship centres around the 

pedagogical belief that education can and should foster an understanding of the interconnection 

of people, cultures, beliefs, and environments around the world and aims to promote equality, 

sustainability, respect, and empathy (Roberts, 2009, pp. 7–17). For school communities that have 

transient student populations, the research results revealed insights into how education can foster 

environmentalism in curricular and/or co-curricular experiences by targeting approaches that 

reflect a diversity of student environmental identities. Further details will be outlined in Chapter 

6. Finally, individual student participants experience reflective processes by taking part in the 

quantitative survey and interviews. Participants may derive some benefit from having a forum to 

share experiences that reveal personal insights. 

Although not directly researched through the scope of this study, potential implications 

from this research exist for other populations that experience relocation. In a section of its 

website on migration and children, UNICEF (n.d.) identified, 
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Children are affected by migration in all regions of the globe, but the understanding of its 

effects is highly limited. Data collection, monitoring and research are needed to better 

understand how migration affects societies, families and children at countries of origin 

and settlement; to inform policies to mitigate adverse impacts, and to enable families and 

children to make informed decision about movement. (“Directions for Research,” para. 1) 

This study aligns with this recommendation of using data collection to consider how 

migration affects adolescents who are experiencing global mobility, often in response to their 

parents’ international career paths. Chapter 5 of this thesis will discuss the findings within 

contexts and will elaborate on the significance of the findings. 

Researcher Perspective 

My experience as an international educator began with a teacher-training placement in 

Buenos Aires, Argentina, which inspired me to teach secondary school internationally. After 

finishing my post-secondary education in Canada, I began my career as an educator in Mexico 

City before moving to Hong Kong in 2010. I came to my own experience as an internationally 

mobile individual after reaching adulthood. Self-reflection on my experiences of international 

living originally sparked my interest in the concepts of environmental identity and sense of place. 

My childhood and adolescent experiences in Canada ground my personal environmental identity, 

which evolved as I began to live in and experience diverse places. The international mobility that 

I experience as an adult has widened my worldview and increases my passion for environmental 

education. When I first read the work of Thomashow (1996) on environmental identity formation, 

I realized that my own experiences living outside of Canada have significantly influenced my 

own self-perception and have increased the number of places to which I feel a sense of 

connection. At the same time, I can identify with a feeling of being less “rooted.” Reading 
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further on sense of place and global mobility, I became slightly unsettled: Is my own mobility 

limiting my ability to form as strong of a relationship with nature from what it could have been if 

I had remained solely within a Canadian context? 

Teaching internationally has brought me in contact with many adolescents who 

experience the challenges and joys of growing up in multiple countries and cultures. I began to 

wonder what the experience of forming environmental identities and sense of place might be like 

for some of the students I teach who have experienced even more international mobility than I 

and at a relatively young age. In the International Baccalaureate courses that I teach, especially 

the Diploma Programme Environmental Systems and Societies course, students share their 

personal stories, and the wide range of interactions that they have with the environment is 

striking. Some students openly share their inexperience with natural environments whereas 

others have had several significant experiences in many diverse ecosystems spanning multiple 

continents. Conversations and students’ written work sparked my curiosity about what these 

experiences with different environments mean to the students. As an educator with a personal 

passion to inspire environmental awareness and connection in students, I wanted to know how a 

student’s sense of place and environmental identity is formed when they live highly mobile lives. 

My role as researcher in this study is influenced by my personal history. I was not an 

internationally mobile adolescent myself, so my prior understanding of the participants’ 

experiences had been shaped by the research that I had read and the glimpses I had discerned 

from interactions with my students. I needed to be conscious of not projecting my generalized 

understanding of the experiences of mobile youth onto their words and stories. During data 

collection, I kept the interview locations and tone neutral, and for the data analysis, I tried to 

view my results with fresh eyes. Because my current place of employment is one of the 
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international schools used for participant recruitment, I was keenly aware of the power 

relationships that may influence student participation or student choices of what to share. For this 

reason, the survey was made to be anonymous and interview participants were self-selected. 

Teaching and learning are intertwined. My students continually remind me how fortunate 

I am to spend my days in their company, and I have learned a lot from them throughout this 

research process. This research has reignited my interest in international education and the 

importance of adolescent development of sense of place and environmental identities. Ultimately, 

I want all of my students, regardless of their personal life experiences, to feel as though they 

have a sense of place and can be actively engaged in their environments and communities, 

whatever and wherever those happen to be. 
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Chapter Two: Research Context 

To be able to address my research questions on internationally mobile youth, sense of 

place, and environmental identity formation, I needed to understand and situate my research 

within existing literature. This chapter outlines how my findings are framed by and contribute to 

current understandings of environmental identities and sense of place. Included in this is an 

overview of place-based pedagogy and global citizenship education to justify their relevance in 

the context of my findings for internationally mobile adolescents. Relevant literature on globally 

mobile children and adolescents, particularly related to identity formation, provided a foundation 

for understanding my study participants and concludes this chapter. 

Conceptualizing Environmental Identity 

The disconnection and alienation often seen between people and nature underlies the 

environmental and social challenges that are present today (Vogels, 2010, p. 34). Studies on 

environmental values and behaviours have concluded that developing a personal sense of 

connection to the more-than-human world is required to prompt commitment to an ecological 

worldview and attitudes of sustainability (Clayton, 2003; Kempton & Holland, 2003; 

Thomashow, 1996). Building connections to place is intrinsically linked to personal identity. As 

I am interested in fostering environmentally conscious attitudes and behaviours in my students, 

attention needs to be given to how places are incorporated into environmental identities. 

Fundamental to the literature on environmental identity is the work of E. O. Wilson’s 

(1984) Biophilia in which he contended that humans are innately attracted to, and bonded with, 

all living systems. Wilson (1984) specifically identified the power of experiences in 

environments at a young age: “It is also true that individuals often yearn to retain the dominant 

and sometimes peculiar qualities of the environment in which they were raised” (p. 111). This 
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justifies my study on environmental identities in young individuals as I examined the importance 

of the places, which my participants experienced as children and youth, as they relate to their 

identities. 

The term and concept of environmental identity is challenging to articulate and define 

because it is often used in fairly ambiguous ways and does not have a large body of scholarship. 

Clayton and Opotow (2003) stated that our environmental identities are “how we orient 

ourselves to the natural world” (p. 2). To address their perceived lack of academic consideration 

of the connections between the natural world and personal identity, Clayton and Opotow edited 

an interdisciplinary anthology of related articles to “present empirical research and theory on the 

ways in which identity matter in determining human responses to the natural environment” (p. 3). 

Prior to the environmental identity work of Clayton and Opotow, Thomashow (1996) used the 

term ecological identity and he defined it as “all the ways people construe themselves in 

relationship to the earth as manifested in personality, values, actions and sense of self” (p. 3). 

This is a useful definition because it outlines the aspects of an individual’s identity that influence 

their relationship with the natural world. 

Both the definitions of Thomashow (1996) and Clayton and Opotow (2003) showed that 

environmental identity refers to the ways in which individuals relate to their environments and 

recognizes that the environment both influences and is influenced by individuals. This 

relationship has outer indicators such as values and actions but is formed through internal 

reflective processes. Clayton (2003) explained that in order for someone’s environmental identity 

to form, the natural environment must influence the way that person thinks about himself or 

herself. Thomashow (1996) expanded on this: 
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Nature becomes an object of identification. For the individual, this has extraordinary 

conceptual ramifications. The interpretation of life experience transcends social and 

cultural interactions. It also includes a person’s connection to the earth, perception of the 

ecosystem, and direct experience of nature. (p. 3) 

My study incorporates the two conceptualizations of environmental identity: it looks at 

the way that experiences in multiple locations influence the way that an individual thinks about 

him or herself (Clayton & Opotow, 2003) and examines the connection to the physical natural 

environments (Thomashow, 1996). In my research, I define environmental identity as the 

perceptions that individuals have about themselves within the wider world, as influenced by their 

relationships with their environmental contexts. 

This study focuses on the environmental and physical components of identity; however, 

environmental identities are not theoretically disassociated from childhood and adolescent social 

experiences. Clayton and Opotow (2003) asserted that although it is vital to consider the 

relationships that humans have with nature in identity formation, it is important to remember that 

social contexts play a role in how meanings associated with environments are perceived and 

constructed, or even how these concepts are understood and defined. A person’s environmental 

identity is not separate from personal identity but a specific subset of how an individual 

understands himself or herself. 

Definitions of nature and environment. The terms nature or environment in the concept 

of environmental identities are not uniformly understood and require clarification. The 

predominant meaning of nature is often associated with “our nonhuman surroundings” (Simmons, 

1993, p. 11), which separates the results of human influence from “untouched” ecosystems. 
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Simmons (1993) recognized the limitations of this dualistic and anthropocentric distinction, and 

Clayton and Opotow (2003) further stated, 

The dichotomy between the natural and the manufactured is, of course, artificial. Nature 

has long been subject to human influence through what is planted, supported, or tolerated, 

and what is exterminated either directly or through elimination of its habitat. (p. 6) 

No place on earth is completely devoid of human impact, although varying degrees of 

human influence can be seen on a landscape. For the purpose of this research, I align my 

definition of nature and the natural environment with Clayton and Opotow (2003) as “in the 

average person’s sense, to refer to environments in which the influence of humans is minimal or 

non-obvious, to living components of that environment (such as trees and animals), and to non-

animate nature environmental features, such as the ocean shore” (p. 6). To confirm that this 

definition is what the adolescent participants in my study generally understand to be nature and 

natural environments, a component of the interview process required participants to reflect on 

their understanding of these concepts, particularly how they relate to their lives. Clayton and 

Opotow (2003) also “emphasize that the experience of nature can take place in urban settings as 

well as remote wilderness areas” (p. 7). For my research, this is significant, as student 

experiences in Hong Kong are likely heavily influenced by urban environments. Even 

experiences in nature are likely mediated through a built environment, such as through 

maintained trails, beaches, and park areas. I am intentionally using the term environmental 

identity over Thomashow’s (1996) ecological identity as environmental encompasses all variety 

of physical spaces, including the urban, whereas ecological connotes only those of the wilderness 

or natural spaces. In Chapter 4, I will discuss the participant definitions of nature analyzed from 

interview responses. 
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Sense of Place 

The discussion about environmental identity is inherently linked to sense-of-place 

research, which considers the depth to which individuals and societies understand their 

immediate surroundings to build cognitive and emotional ties with a place. For my research, I 

propose sense of place to be a key component that contributes to an individual’s environmental 

identity. 

Philosopher Arne Naess (1985) claimed, “The nearer has priority over the remote—in 

space, time, culture and species” (p. 268). Heise (2008) noted that Naess is not alone in 

prioritizing the immediate local context. She summarized that many environmental thinkers 

make associations between the concepts of “spatial closeness, cognitive understanding, 

emotional attachment, and an ethic of responsibility and ‘care’” (p. 33). The limitation of 

prioritizing one local context is that many internationally mobile individuals do not associate 

themselves purely within one physical context. Another challenge is that with emerging 

environmental concerns spanning across national boundaries, having a sense of place with a 

particular location may not be enough to provide the impetus to respond to issues that impact the 

world on a global scale. Although this is not the main focus of my research, it has relevance to 

my findings on the experiences of internationally mobile adolescents as outlined in Chapters 4 

and 5. 

Place and sense of place are distinct; place refers to a physical location whereas sense of 

place is a psychological construct that can be developed over time with a variety of virtual or 

physical experiences and is mediated by social contexts. Sense of place is itself a nebulous 

construct and often incorporates multi-dimensional experiences. Historically, sense of place grew 

out of social geography and has been previously applied inconsistently. In a collection of works 
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on the geography of mobility, various subject groups are explored such as commuters, tourists, 

and refugees (Cresswell & Merriman, 2011). Absent from this list is a suitable category of study 

related to the experiences of the adolescent children of mobile expatriate families; therefore, my 

study looks at this specific group whose life experiences have not received particular attention in 

the area of sense of place. 

More recent usage with a psychological approach considers how connected an individual 

feels with a certain place (Kudryavtsev, Stedman, & Krasny, 2012, pp. 230–231). Two main 

components of sense of place are identified: “place attachment” (Kudryavtsev et al., 2012, 

pp. 231–231) and “place meaning” (pp. 232–233). Kudryavstev et al. (2012) defined place 

attachment as the bond between people and a place, or in other words, the extent to which a place 

is important to people (p. 231). Place meaning refers to the symbolic significance that an 

individual ascribes to a place from their life experiences. In other words, “place attachment 

reflects how strongly people are attracted towards places, while place meaning describes the 

reason for this attraction” (Kudryavtsev et al., 2012, p. 233; see Appendix A). Research on sense 

of place often uses Likert Scale surveys to assess place attachment by using statements to which 

participants agree or disagree. Place meaning is perhaps more multidimensional and is often 

examined through exploratory interview. One such example of research using an interview 

process to assess place meaning was conducted in Sweden, and emerging themes were 

triangulated between environment, self, and others (Gustafson, 2001; see Appendix B). 

Gustafson’s (2001) model for considering sense of place is useful to demonstrate the significance 

of the three components of place meaning. The model represents each component as equal in size, 

which indicates equivalent importance, and the three components are arranged in a perfectly 

equilateral triangle, which implies equally weighted relationships exist for people between 
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environment, self, and others. In reality, however, the components of environment, self, and 

others in relation to place meaning are actually experienced in a fluid and dynamic way as an 

individual continually processes what a particular location means to them. 

For my research, I wanted to assess the importance of Hong Kong within my 

participant’s sense of place. This addresses my second research question that looks to see if time 

in a specific location affects an adolescent’s attachment to that place. As Hong Kong is the 

current context that all participants have in common, I can compare local Hong Kong 

adolescent’s attachment to Hong Kong with the place attachment of those who have lived in 

multiple countries and resided in Hong Kong for a shorter period of time. A quantitative method 

provides a way to establish differences between groups. The Raymond et al. (2010) Place 

Attachment Scale is a Likert Scale survey developed to quantitatively assess attachment to a 

specific location. Raymond et al. (2010) further dissected place attachment into four dimensions: 

place identity, place dependence, social bonding (friends and family), and nature bonding (see 

Appendix C). Further details about the application and evaluation of Raymond et al.’s Place 

Attachment Scale appear in Chapters 3 and 4. 

Educational Applications of Environmental Identities and Sense of Place 

The formation of both an adolescent’s environmental identity and sense of place have 

implications to education in the areas of place-based education and global citizenship education. 

Understanding the basics of these areas of education allows me to contextualize my findings to 

contribute further to their application. Place-based education intends to strengthen the connection 

between students and local communities and environments. Global citizenship education, 

similarly, aims to extend a student’s sense of connection to the wider world. 
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Place-based education. Elements of sense-of-place discourse have been applied to 

education and curriculum through place- and community-based pedagogy. This approach to 

teaching and learning embeds learning experiences in local contexts and promotes engagement 

between students and communities. Advocates of place-based education contend that by centring 

learning as closely as possible to the local context, students will become more engaged and 

motivated to think about their role in nearby social, cultural, and natural domains (Smith & Sobel, 

2010, pp. ix-xi). Essentially, place-based education can function as a way for individuals to build 

their attachment to a specific location. Place-based learning has wide reach in that it can include 

experiential learning, outdoor education, community-based education, and other facets of 

education that “are concerned with the context and the value of learning from and nurturing 

specific places, communities or regions” ( Gruenewald, 2003, p. 3). Practically, Gruenewald 

(2003) was writing about the function of educational learning opportunities designed to prompt 

engagement, passion, and action—in other words, to build citizenship. This way, students learn 

that they “might have some direct bearing on the well-being of the social and ecological places 

that people actually inhabit” ( Gruenewald, 2003, p. 3). Forming a sense of place is intertwined 

with place-based learning to motivate and empower youth to act in a way that is beneficial to 

their social and environmental communities. 

For internationally mobile adolescents who are encountering a new place, I propose that 

place-based education can help with their integration into the environmental and social 

communities. Orr (1992) distinguished residents from inhabitants: a resident is someone who 

“lives as a transient and as a stranger to one’s place” (p. 102) whereas “the inhabitant and place 

mutually shape each other” (p. 102). Returning to one of my goals as an educator, I wish to see 

my students engage deeply with their local contexts and to feel a sense of attachment with their 
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immediate communities regardless of their level of mobility. I wish for my students to be 

inhabitants and not just residents. Practical examples of how place-based education have been 

applied often show that intentionally planned projects and interactions can increase student 

engagement and connection with local communities ( Gruenewald & Smith, 2010; Smith & 

Sobel, 2010). 

Global citizenship education. The goals of place-based education and global citizenship 

education are similar. Both aim to build familiarity, connection, and engagement with social and 

environmental systems, but global citizenship ideally aims to do this on an international scale 

instead of on a local level. To form a connection with a wider world requires students to be able 

to understand the systemic ways in which social systems and ecological systems are 

interconnected. Thomashow (1996) proposed that environmental identities are not limited to the 

local region but also include the global biosphere. This inclusivity means the development of 

global citizenship as it expands the individual’s “circles of identification, the global commons 

becomes the local neighbourhood” (pp. 100–101). The ability to conceptualize your individual 

place within wider systems is fundamental to being a global citizen. Education for global 

citizenship has become a pedagogical trend through formal and informal curriculum, especially 

in schools that serve internationally mobile students. Although definitions vary widely, a global 

citizen is generally understood to be an individual who possesses certain knowledge, skills, 

attitudes, and behaviours that value intercultural understanding, respect, compassion, and active 

engagement. Curriculums taught at international schools, such as the International Baccalaureate 

Organization (IBO) programs, are built on pedagogical foundations that explicitly incorporate 

several aspects of global citizenship into the curriculum (Roberts, 2009). Literature on 

internationally mobile children and adolescents highlighted examples of these individuals who 
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articulated their increased awareness of the interconnectedness of issues and cultures as a result 

of their mobility (Pollock & VanReken, 2009). This awareness of global connection is not the 

only facet of global citizenship, but it is certainly a key component explicitly emphasized at 

many international schools. 

International schools tend to be a magnet for families with internationally mobile children 

and adolescents, although this is not to say that all or even a majority of students who attend 

international schools are internationally mobile. A range of schools self-identify as international 

for many reasons, including student and family demographics, language(s) of instruction, 

curriculum, school ethos and mission, or even as a marketing and competition strategy (Hayden, 

2006, p. 10). Despite the reason for identification, the emergence and growth in the number of 

international schools is in response to increased globalization and the awareness of global 

interdependence. Many international schools choose to offer the IBO programs at various age 

levels. The official IBO mission statement incorporates this idea of global citizenship: 

The International Baccalaureate® aims to develop inquiring, knowledgeable and caring 

young people who help to create a better and more peaceful world through intercultural 

understanding and respect . . . These programmes encourage students across the world to 

become active, compassionate and lifelong learners who understand that other people, 

with their differences, can also be right. (International Baccalaureate, n.d.) 

The IBO’s promotion of intercultural appreciation as a way to foster a better future is in 

alignment with the goals of education that promotes global citizenship. 

The ways in which, and the extent to which, international schools implement global 

citizenship education may differ. Regardless, the underlying pedagogical philosophies inherent 

in global citizenship curriculum frame the student learning experience by recognizing and 



Environmental Identities and Sense of Place 35 

 

valuing the internationally mobile student’s transnational experiences and by promoting diversity 

and inclusivity. 

The prevalence of the IBO Diploma Programme (IBDP) in Hong Kong for students in 

their final 2 years of secondary school provides a common educational framework and curricular 

base for my research participants and brings consistency to my research. The messages that 

students receive through their educational experience are as consistent as possible considering 

the diverse backgrounds of students and differences in school culture. The interview 

conversations allowed participants to directly articulate their opinions on the term global citizen 

and its underlying tenets. Details on these responses can be found in Chapters 4 and 5. 

Local and global: Scales of identification. The environmental challenges faced today—

global climate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution—are occurring on a multitude of scales 

and span across countries and regions. To begin to understand and respond to these issues 

requires an awareness of environmental contexts that are beyond those immediately surrounding 

an individual. Internationally mobile individuals occupy a unique space through their experience 

of a variety of local situations: so how do their spheres of identification navigate this dichotomy 

between local and the global? It seems logical that education focussed around the local context 

will aim to foster connection within that place. Expanding on that, individual identities that 

incorporate multiple places should coincide with connection to the broader world. In order for an 

individual to feel as though they have the liberty and self-efficacy to act in a particular way for 

their chosen activities, that particular context must be part of their place identification (Twigger-

Ross & Uzzell, 1996, p. 208). Nevertheless, to what extent does this idea of identity transfer to 

larger spheres of nationhood or even to conceptualizations of the world? 
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I sense disharmony between the dualistic constructions of local identification as distinct 

from identification with the global. Heise (2008) pointed out that in Naess’s 1989 writings, 

Naess 

assumes, as do many other celebrations of the sense of place, that sociocultural, ethical, 

and affective allegiances arise spontaneously and ‘naturally’ at the local level, whereas 

any attachments to larger entities such as a nation or beyond require complex processes 

of mediation. (p. 34) 

This is perhaps a hazardous assumption. Thomashow (2002) recognized, “One can act 

locally and think globally, or think locally and act globally, and pretty soon you come to realize 

that you’re not even sure where you are any more” (p. 8) and wondered, “Is the distinction 

between local and global merely a state of mind?” (p. 9). The dichotomy between global and 

local relates to my research questions: Because the adolescents in my study have experienced 

multiple localities around the globe, are their environmental identities expansive enough to 

include the larger world? Learning about the sense of place of mobile adolescents provides 

insights into the validity of the local and global distinction and the ways in which it relates to the 

personal environmental identities of those whose “local places” exist around the world. 

Internationally Mobile Adolescents and Identity 

In addition to having an understanding of environmental identities and sense of place, I 

considered the literature surrounding globally mobile children and adolescents. The research 

body on internationally mobile adolescents has become robust as economic and social 

globalization has produced an increased number of professional expatriate and intercultural 

families. In this research, I encountered the definitions applied to these globally mobile young 
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people. An overview and analysis of these terms is followed by a review of the literature on these 

children and adolescents, especially the research related to identity formation. 

Defining mobile children and adolescents. Multiple terms are used by researchers who 

study internationally mobile children and adolescents, such as third culture kids and global 

nomads. As mentioned earlier, there are inherent challenges to categorizing and defining mobile 

children and adolescents, as they can be a diverse group. 

The term third culture kid (TCK) was first used by Dr. R. H. Useem in 1976 in her 

observations about expatriate culture as being distinct from both their host and home cultures 

(Pollock & VanReken, 2009). With the concept of TCKs, the first culture refers to that of the 

parents, the second culture refers to the host culture where the family lives, and the third culture 

refers to the “culture between cultures” (Pollock & VanReken, 2009, p. 14) and is “interstitial” 

(p. 14) of the first two (see Appendix D). Pollock and VanReken (2009) popularized the term 

TCK and the associated research and narratives of children and adolescents growing up in 

multiple international contexts in terms of their relationship formation, cultural identity, and 

emotional maturity. Another term found in the literature to describe an internationally mobile 

individual is global nomad, which was first used by N. McCaig (1992). The terms TCK and 

global nomad can be controversial to categorize people with such diverse personal histories. Not 

all internationally mobile individuals may feel as though these labels correctly reflect their 

experiences and identities. Hayden (2006), however, reasoned, 

Whether or not the terminology currently used is adequate to describe and distinguish 

between the many variations among children who follow their parents’ career around the 

world, it is clear that such children may share to differing degrees a number of 

characteristics which will influence their personal development as individuals. (p. 46) 
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Many narratives from those who experienced high mobility at a young age have been 

collected and studied and have incorporated a variety of geographical locations and a range of 

ages (Bell-Villada, Sichel, Eidse, & Orr, 2012; Pollock & VanReken, 2009). This research relies 

on literature about global nomads and TCKs that addressed “rootedness” and identity negotiation, 

as outlined in the following section. The term TCK did arise from a couple of the participants 

during the interviews, and their identification with the term will be discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. 

For my study, rather than using the labels TCK or global nomad that my participants may or may 

not identify with, I refer to my participants as internationally mobile, which simply describes 

their experience. 

Social, psychological and cultural identity negotiation. Identity formation is a complex 

process, of which environmental identity is only one aspect. Research on internationally mobile 

adolescents has focussed primarily on the psychological, social, and cultural areas of identity. 

Prior findings show that mobility has been influential to identify formation; therefore, by 

understanding how mobility influences identity formation, I can draw parallels or compare my 

findings about environmental identities to the other components of adolescent identity. 

Research has shown that international mobility and relocation shifts adolescent self-

perception, impacts cultural and social adjustment, and influences the sense of belonging 

students feel within various social contexts (Bagnall, 2012; Fail et al., 2004; Tanu, 2013). 

Perhaps the recent emergence of literature on internationally mobile individuals and their sense 

of identity is indicative of the uncertainty often felt: “One thinks of identity whenever one is not 

sure of where one belongs” (Bauman, 1996, p. 19). Narrative, ethnographic, and 

phenomenological approaches to studying internationally mobile individuals have seen the 

emergence of similar results and themes. Some methodologies have developed naturally by 
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letting individuals share their experiences. For example, Sears (2011) found in her study on 

mobile children ages 8 to17, that most participants relied on narrative as a mechanism to share 

who they were and to unify their “multiple social, cultural and linguistic experiences” (p. 84). 

Choosing to incorporate interviews into my research provided a similar forum for students to 

share stories of their experiences with place. 

In 2008, Grimshaw and Sears’ (2008) research on students from international schools 

organized research themes around identity formation in globally mobile students. This included 

symbolic interactionist perspectives of identity, identity in multilingual and multicultural 

contexts, and postmodern perspectives on identity. As individuals, some students found that 

“they are more comfortable occupying the ‘third place,’ which lies in between the cultural 

practices of ‘home’ and ‘abroad.’ There, unencumbered by the associations of particular 

nationalities, ethnicities or other groupings, they are able to forge alternate, self-affirming 

identities” (Grimshaw & Sears, 2008, p. 262). Symbolic interactionism is a sociological 

perspective that looks at how meanings are interpreted and modified through cultural and social 

processes. It was found that upon relocation, students need to “reinterpret and reassign meaning 

in accordance with their changing circumstances; or at least the ability to hold in mind a range of 

possible meanings associated with a particular cultural artifact or activity” (p. 264). Grimshaw 

and Sears posed one question that theory and research has been unable to clarify: “Does each 

individual consist of a multiplicity of different selves, of which none is dominant, or does the 

personality consist of a dominant self to which various ‘satellite selves’ are attached?” (p. 266). 

Perhaps individuals shift between these different conceptions of nondominant selves or satellite 

selves with such fluidity that to distinguish between them is not possible. A postmodern 

perspective on identity is also useful, as internationally mobile adolescents are arguably “freed 
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from conventional prescriptions” (Grimshaw & Sears, 2008, p. 269) of a singular traditional 

conceptualization of society laden with associations of nationalism, social class, racial, ethnic, 

and gender, and mobile youth may be able to benefit from deteriorating social barriers. I would 

add, however, that internationally mobile adolescents are not exempt from the influence of 

traditional societal roles but simply may not experience the same level of rigidity as they 

maneuver between different identities. Grimshaw and Sears do not directly address identity in 

terms of a physical environment as distinguished from the social and cultural; however, their 

three approaches to identity as whole are still applicable to environmental identity formation. 

Chapter 5 will further outline how my findings about mobile adolescents’ environmental 

identities are similarly the product of re-evaluating and reassigning meaning to places. 

The development of a sense of place includes an individual’s feelings of attachment and 

identification with an environment. My study looks at this specifically and complements the 

work of other researchers who have studied mobile youth and belonging. Nigel Bagnall (2012) 

studied concepts of identity and belonging within an international school in Brazil as the first of 

ongoing studies initiated in several countries. His findings revealed that student affiliation with 

specific places and people form the sum of their sense of identity and belonging. A student’s 

country of birth, length of time in a certain location, parents’ nationalities, passport affiliations, 

friendships, and language all contribute towards a student’s understanding of self and also impact 

how they relate to others. Bagnall’s analysis incorporated Anderson’s theory of imagined 

communities as it applies to educational communities (Kanno & Norton, 2009). Bagnall 

contended that both international schools and the global community are imagined communities: 
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Large numbers of people are advocates of a global society. They believe as much in a 

global society as one constrained by national boundaries . . . similarly, schools have 

imagined communities for the students they serve. (p. 178) 

Bagnall (2012) emphasized that the features that define a school culture—such as 

educational values, chosen curriculum, composition of students and staff in the school—are 

significant in contributing to a student’s sense of identity (p. 184). Specifically, factors such as 

passport associations, school cultures, and languages all impact the relationships that adolescents 

form concurrently with place and people. 

The complexities of research on internationally mobile individuals are compounded by 

the mixed emotions that individuals typically feel towards the lifestyle: the experience is 

simultaneously beneficial and challenging. In their study of adults who had experienced 

international mobility as children and adolescents, Moore and Barker (2012) found that a 

majority perceived the experience to be positive, at least in retrospect. This does not negate the 

negative aspects of “not having a clear definition of where you are from, not being close to 

extended family, having to say goodbye to friends, the pain of leaving what is familiar, not 

growing roots anywhere and lacking a sense of belonging” (p. 558). These drawbacks are still 

very much issues that internationally mobile individuals negotiate both in situ and in retrospect. 

Most, however, cited common benefits that they felt outweighed the negatives: “the ability to 

adapt easier, speaking multiple languages, being able to communicate with more people, being 

aware of different cultures, having a broader worldview, and most predominantly, having an 

open mind” (p. 558). All of these negative and positive aspects of living an internationally 

mobile lifestyle coalesce to comprise an adolescent’s identity. 
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Conclusion 

Research under the labels of TCKs and global nomads provided a significant foundation 

to my research by highlighting potential assumptions made about internationally mobile 

adolescents. When considering the identities of these adolescents, the research has not 

specifically addressed the environmental component to the formation of self-perception. One 

assumption is that the physical environment is not significant to an adolescent’s identity. Another 

assumption may be that an internationally mobile adolescent’s increased sense of intercultural 

understanding and broader worldview, as outlined by Moore and Barker (2012), naturally 

transfers to the environment as well. This may increase an adolescent’s relationship with nature. 

Or, in contrast, an assumption may be that the “unrootedness” also noted by Moore and Barker 

(2012) extends to a mobile adolescent’s relationship with nature, therefore, limiting their 

connection to place. None of these assumptions have been explicitly stated in literature on 

mobile adolescents, and there is no evidence to support or refute them: this research addresses 

these assumptions. 

The background literature reviewed for this study spanned environmental identities, sense 

of place, place-based education, global citizenship, TCKs, and identity formation and belonging. 

By reviewing these topics, it highlighted the underlying and contradictory assumptions and gaps 

outlined above. Sense of place and environmental identity research provided background to 

clarify the definitions and use of these terms but did not exactly address how international 

mobility fits into these concepts. The pedagogies of place-based education and global citizenship 

apply the concepts of sense of place and environmental identities within education and provide a 

context to apply my findings. Literature on internationally mobile adolescents and identity has 

focussed on the social, cultural, and psychological domains while neglecting the environmental 
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domains. It has not addressed the question of whether or not mobility impacts an adolescent’s 

sense of place and environmental identities, and if so, does it limit or expand his or her 

relationships with the natural world? This study addresses the above gaps and further clarifies the 

need for this research. 
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Chapter Three: Research Methodology 

Three research questions framed this exploration into the experience of internationally 

mobile adolescents and their environmental identities and sense of place. My research questions 

were as follows: 

1. What are the relationships, if any, between the number of international relocations 

adolescents have experienced and their general relationship to nature? 

2. What are the relationships, if any, between the number of years adolescents have 

lived in Hong Kong and their attachment to Hong Kong? 

These questions led to my third research question: 

3. How does being internationally mobile impact an adolescent’s environmental identity 

and sense of place? 

Mixed Methods Approach 

To address these questions, I selected a mixed methods approach that incorporated both 

survey distribution and semistructured interviews. Mixed methods integrates quantitative 

analysis (deduction) and qualitative analysis (induction; Newby, 2010, pp. 46–47). Pragmatically, 

methods chosen to address research questions must be dependent on the nature of the questions 

themselves. In order for all three of my research questions to be addressed in an appropriate way, 

multiple methods provided a multidimensional analysis (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004, p. 20). 

The first research question asked if there is a statistically significant correlation between 

an adolescent’s number of international relocations and their general relationship with nature. 

This question was partially addressed by means of a survey that required participants to respond 

to standardized statements about their relationship with nature. Consequently, a range of 

international relocation experiences among my study participants is necessary to see if mobility 
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does make a difference. For this reason, a quantitative survey allows for a larger number of 

responses. It uses a nature relatedness score to identify potential differences between adolescents 

based on international relocation experiences in a more direct way than narrative analysis would 

provide. Similarly, the second research question about years of residence and place attachment 

required that a large and varied participant pool was surveyed to identify a range in the number 

of years that an individual has lived in Hong Kong. This second research question also benefited 

from using a scale as means for comparison instead of attempting a qualitative comparison that 

would be reliant on researcher interpretation. The first two research questions, however, 

benefited from the inclusion of interview results as well. The psychometric scales of nature 

relatedness and place attachment used in the first and second research questions indicated 

differences and correlations but were not able to provide any insights into why the results 

showed particular trends on their own. This is where a mixed method approach was useful to 

determine if findings from the qualitative interviews could corroborate or contradict and could 

elaborate on findings from the quantitative survey. Incorporating interviews to gain insights into 

the reasons for the quantitative results provided the opportunity to hear the individual adolescent 

voice directly. The participants shared their personal narratives, feelings, thoughts, and 

impressions, which added value to this research by placing priority on the experiences of mobile 

youth, a potentially marginalized group in environmental research. 

The third, and ultimately the main research question on how international mobility 

impacts an adolescent’s environmental identity and sense of place addressed complex concepts 

that were deeply personal and varied between my participants. A quantitative tool would be too 

limiting and would not provide the multidimensional responses needed for a question that 

addresses identity. For this reason, semistructured interviews were used to approach this third 
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question and allowed for participants to respond to open-ended questions while still providing 

some guidance for topics of interest. The use of interviews honoured the adolescent’s thoughts 

and feelings and permitted the participant to provide insights on their own experiences, which 

particularly addressed my research question about how mobility affects environmental identities 

and sense of place. Both survey and interview approaches were consistent with research methods 

previously applied to studies on place attachment, relatedness to nature, and sense of place, as 

identified in Chapter 2. Research on internationally mobile youth has relied primarily on 

qualitative methods such as narrative analysis; therefore, incorporation of a quantitative survey 

component as a means of comparison between mobile adolescents with those who have not 

experienced mobility makes this research unique. 

The quantitative and qualitative research components, by design, were conducted 

asynchronously. The quantitative survey acted as a recruitment tool for the interview participants, 

and the outcomes of the survey informed the questions used for the semistructured interviews. 

All research methods utilized in this study were approved by the Royal Roads University 

Research Ethics Board, as per the Canadian Tri-Council guidelines for the ethical conduct of 

research involving humans (Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and 

Engineering Research Council of Canada, & Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 

of Canada, 2014). Because I am a teacher in Hong Kong, extra considerations were given to the 

perceived power dynamic between student participants and myself as a researcher and teacher. 

Many of the participants were under the age of 18, which makes them a more vulnerable study 

group than adults. My current place of employment was one of the five schools used to recruit 

participants, which may have made some adolescents feel pressured to participate and/or say 

certain things for the interview component. With participants recruited from the other four 
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schools, it is unlikely that they know who I am, but my age and perceived authority as a 

researcher could still introduce an imbalanced power relationship. To reduce the impact of power 

dynamics, all surveys were completed anonymously so that I had no way of being able to assign 

specific responses to individuals, nor did I even know if an individual chose to participate in the 

survey process. Participants knew this was true from the survey preamble and could make a 

decision on whether or not they wished to participate (see Appendix E). The interview 

participants were all self-selected individuals, either recruited from the survey initially or 

through friends or peers who had already participated. Although this sample of convenience 

introduces a selection bias challenge, it does maintain that students who feel comfortable 

engaging in the interview experience will volunteer at their will. Further details about the 

participant recruitment process will be discussed later in this chapter. 

Data Collection 

Quantitative survey design. A quantitative survey was designed to initially address the 

first two research questions: 

1. What are the relationships, if any, between the number of international relocations 

adolescents have experienced and their general relationship to nature? 

2. What are the relationships, if any, between the number of years adolescents have 

lived in Hong Kong and their attachment to Hong Kong? 

A quantitative survey that incorporated two existing psychometric scales was used to see 

if differences could be discerned between how adolescents responded to statements about their 

relationship with nature and attachment to Hong Kong. The use of a numerical ranking for each 

question to produce an overall score allows for an understanding of differences and correlations 

based on international relocations and years of residence in Hong Kong. The identification of 
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differences from the survey results allowed me to target my questions for the semistructured 

interviews to gain understanding into the possible underlying reasons for the findings. The 

survey began with demographic questions that provided information on the following: 

• name of current school, 

• current age, 

• gender, 

• number of times the adolescent has moved internationally (i.e., 0, 1, 2, 3+), 

• number of years the adolescent has lived in Hong Kong in total, and 

• country/countries of citizenship. 

No names were collected to maintain the anonymity of survey respondents. All questions 

in the survey were mandatory with the exception of gender, as students may not wish to identify 

with a binary option of male or female. This meant that with the exception of the gender question, 

a student could not submit the survey without completing all of the questions. This was an 

intentional decision as a way to avoid having results with different numbers of responses to each 

question. Although they were not a direct focus of my study, current school, age, and gender 

were used to see if there were differences related to these demographic categories as opposed to 

the number of international relocations or number of years living in Hong Kong. Inquiry into 

countries of citizenship was used as an overall assessment of the diversity of my participant pool. 

After the initial demographic questions, the remaining survey questions were taken from 

existing surveys that had been previously developed and validated: the Nisbet et al. (2008) 

Nature Relatedness Scale (NRS) and the Raymond et al. (2010) Place Attachment Scale (PAS). 

My combined survey used questions from both of the designs and were easily linked as both 

utilize a Likert-type 5-point scale rating system and ask participants to respond to statements 
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along a strongly disagree to strongly agree scale. By corresponding with the authors, permission 

was granted for me to use the NRS and the PAS. The authors did not express any concern about 

integrating the two scales. Each scale still retained the structure and wording of their scales to 

maintain the integrity of the measuring tool (see Appendices F and G). Combining the two scales 

into one survey gave me the ability to closely target each of the first two research questions. The 

NRS allows for participants to incorporate experiences from a multitude of environments, as it 

does not refer to a specific location, and to assess how international relocations impact an 

adolescent’s relationship with nature. In contrast, the PAS is specifically about Hong Kong and 

requires my participants to consider their experiences and feelings towards a place-specific 

environment where they all currently reside. The question order and instructions of each survey 

were retained as originally designed by the authors to be able to briefly compare the results of 

this research to previous studies using the NRS and PAS. The decision to lead with general 

relatedness to nature in its entirety before the second section on place attachment to Hong Kong 

was intentional to avoid influencing or priming students to think only about Hong Kong 

specifically for the questions that are meant to assess relationships with nature in a general sense. 

Nature Relatedness Scale. In this research, the NRS section of the survey was used to 

discern if any statistically significant relationships existed between the number of international 

relocations a student had experienced and that individual’s relationship with nature (Research 

Question 1). The null hypothesis (Ho) for Research Question 1 is that no discernable differences 

exist between a student’s number of relocations and the student’s perception of their relationship 

with nature. 

The Nisbet et al. (2008) NRS is an empirical tool to describe an individual’s 

connectedness to the natural ecological world and “encompasses one’s appreciation for and 
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understanding of our interconnectedness with all other living things on earth” (p. 718). 

Participant responses were grouped based on the number of international relocations so that their 

responses can be compared and differences can be quantified. Nisbet et al. designed the NRS to 

empirically assess conceptually nebulous ideas of the ecological self as it relates to the biophilic 

tendencies of people’s relationships with the natural world. The NRS requires participants to 

consider indicator statements that go beyond just an enjoyment of experiences in nature and the 

statements incorporate an appreciation of human interconnectedness with the natural world. The 

participants were asked about 21 indicators of the “person-nature relationship” (Nisbet et al., 

2008, p. 718) to which participants responded by using a Likert-type scale from strongly 

disagree to strongly agree. Of those 21 indicators, eight are reverse scored as a way to confirm 

the level of attentiveness of the survey respondents. The higher the score, the more that 

individual can be said to have a stronger relationship with natural environments (see 

Appendix F). 

The Mayer and Frantz (2004) connection to nature scale (CNS) was also considered for 

this study. The CNS was “designed to tap an individual’s affective, experiential connection to 

nature” (Mayer & Frantz, 2004, p. 504) and moves beyond only considering the cognitive beliefs 

by focussing on emotional reactions. The CNS also uses a Likert Scale with 14 indicators (see 

Appendix H). Nisbet et al. (2008) recognized the similarities between the Mayer and Frantz’s 

connection to nature scale and their own NRS; however, they critique the CNS as missing the 

physical aspects of human–nature relationships and experiences that exemplify what a 

connection or relationship with nature might look like instead of simply how it feels (p. 719). I 

selected the NRS over the CNS as the NRS requires respondents to consider the physical 

behavioural interaction between human and nature. For example, the NRS required participants 
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to indicate if they notice or engage with natural environments. NRS statements tend to be more 

applicable in practice and less abstract making it easier for my adolescent participants to consider 

in relation to their lived experiences. Compared to the CNS, the language used in the NRS 

statements is more straightforward and accessible for students aged 14 to 18. For example, the 

CNS uses phrases like “oneness with the natural world” (Mayer & Frantz, 2004, p. 513), “life 

force” (p. 513), and “web of life” (p. 513) that could have confused participants. Another option 

for the nature relatedness survey was to use the Nature Relatedness Six (NR-6) Scale—a six-

statement short-form version of the NRS, which was designed for use when a researcher wishes 

to assess connectedness to nature, but where time and space are limited (Nisbet & Zelenski, 

2013). I decided against using the NR-6 Scale as the full NRS option provided a more robust 

understanding of nature relatedness, and time restrictions were not an obstacle. Another 

advantage of the complete NRS over the NR-6 is that it uses reverse scored items to encourage 

participants to really consider the statements instead of predicting the trend of responses and 

assuming the impact on their overall score. 

Since its development in 2008, the NRS has been applied in other studies, which 

demonstrates its prominence as a tool to quantify an individual’s relationship with nature (Reese, 

Lewis, Myers, Wahesh, & Iversen, 2014; Zelenski & Nisbet, 2012). These use of the NRS in 

these studies shows its reliability to quantitatively assess an individual’s relationship with nature, 

and the assessment tool has produced consistent results. 

The NRS does use language that is subject to interpretation by the individual completing 

the survey, which is problematic if interpretations do not align. This would mean that outcomes 

might not actually compare the same relationship. For example, there are multiple statements 

that refer to nature. As discussed in Chapter 2, this is a challenging term as individuals have 
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different interpretations of the meaning of nature; however, I chose not provide a definition of 

nature in the survey preamble so that individuals would apply the indicator to their own 

understanding and conceptualization of the term nature. This is to ensure that they did not feel 

limited to align with a prescribed definition that may or may not be congruent with their 

perceptions. This is also in alignment with E. Nisbet’s recommendation from personal 

correspondence (see Appendix I). 

Place Attachment Scale. The NRS allowed me to consider an individual’s perceived 

relationship with nature generally and not in a place-specific location. I needed to use a different 

tool in order to consider if correlations existed between the amount of time that an adolescent has 

spent in Hong and the levels of connection they feel to Hong Kong. Hong Kong is the only 

environmental context that I can guarantee my participants have in common, and I want to 

address the assumption that time in a place increases an individual’s attachment to it. Raymond 

et al.’s (2010) PAS was incorporated into the survey to discern if any relationships existed 

between the number of years a student has resided in Hong Kong and the place attachment 

students feel towards Hong Kong (Research Question 2). Place attachment can be considered 

holistically or the separate dimensions that comprise place attachment can be analyzed separately 

to look at more specific differences. The null hypothesis (Ho) for Research Question 2 was that 

there would be no discernable differences between the number years an adolescent has lived in 

Hong Kong and his or her attachment to Hong Kong in either the place identity or nature 

bonding dimensions. 

The PAS was originally designed for a series of studies comparing how attached 

residents felt to the region of South Australia where they lived. Applied in three different regions 

(Mount Lofty Ranges, the Northern and Yorke region, and the South Australian Murray-Darling 
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Basin), the PAS found significant correlations between the attachment an individual felt to the 

region and the length of their residence (Raymond et al., 2010, p. 432). Because of the frequency 

of their international relocations, mobile adolescents do not live in a location for a long period of 

time and findings such as this generally indicate that this may impact their attachment to that 

place. Using 20 indicators, the PAS is designed to consider four dimensions of place attachment 

with a specific location: place identity, place dependence, nature bonding, and social bonding 

(see Appendix G). Through personal correspondence with Raymond, he noted that with only two 

indicator statements each, reliability was low for the dimensions of family bonding and friend 

bonding as subsets of social bonding (see Appendix J). I excluded this aspect of the scale 

because, in addition to its low reliability, my research questions focus on the more individualistic 

attachment to place. Additionally, I excluded the indicators for place dependence from the 

survey because the phrasing assumed that the respondent had agency to decide to live in a certain 

locations. Although this may be true of many of the adult respondents for which the survey was 

initially designed, the adolescents in my study are assumed to be primarily dependent on the 

decisions of their parents or legal guardians and have not independently made the decision to live 

in Hong Kong. For these reasons, the indicators used from the PAS are from the dimensions of 

place identity and nature bonding only. Place identity is defined as “those dimensions of self, 

such as the mixture of feelings about specific physical settings and the symbolic connections to 

place, that define who we are” (Raymond et al., 2010, p. 426). Because the statements for place 

identity are about Hong Kong in general, and most are not specifically about urban or rural 

environments, the respondent to conceptualize what Hong Kong means to them. The nature 

bonding dimension, however, specifically requires students to consider their “feelings of 

belongingness or membership to some part of the non-human natural environment” (Raymond et 
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al., 2010, p. 426). Overall comparisons were made between the number of years individuals have 

lived in Hong Kong and their place attachment score. Place attachment to Hong Kong was 

analyzed as a single score and the subdivided dimensions of place identity and nature bonding 

were also considered separately. Results are outlined in Chapter 4. 

Survey application. The demographic questions were added to the combined NRS and 

PAS components using an online Google® Form for distribution (see Appendix E). The survey 

was piloted with a class of 25 students at one of the participating schools with the aim of seeking 

informal feedback on the clarity of questions and ease of the online platform. Student feedback 

from the pilot survey did not reveal any significant issues. The results from this pilot were 

destroyed. The finalized survey was distributed electronically using a link to the Google® Form 

embedded in an electronic message and responses were collected anonymously throughout 

March 2015. 

Qualitative interview design. The semistructured interview component was used to 

address the reasons for the survey results for Research Questions 1 and 2 and to address the third 

research question: 

3. How does being internationally mobile impact an adolescent’s environmental identity 

and sense of place? 

Students who were highly internationally mobile, which I define as having lived in at 

least two other countries before relocating to Hong Kong, were invited to nominate themselves 

to participate in an interview. The interview guide was designed based on literature as outlined in 

Chapter 2 and from initial analysis of the quantitative survey results (see Appendix K). For 

example, the survey findings showed that the length of time an adolescent lives in Hong Kong 

does correlate with his or her place identity but does not make any difference to their nature 



Environmental Identities and Sense of Place 55 

 

bonding with Hong Kong. This influenced my decision to ask participants about experiences 

with nature in Hong Kong and their definitions of nature during the interview process. 

I began all of the interviews by asking students to outline their personal life history from 

birth to the present time. This question allowed the individual to share as much as they wished 

about their personal experiences and provided them with a sense of ownership over the interview. 

It allowed participants to acclimate to the interview situation and for the interview to flow more 

naturally like a conversation. The responses to this question provided a chronology of their lives 

and often included details about nationality, place of birth, locations of residence, approximate 

lengths of stays, and ages of relocation. This question acted as a foundation for the flow of the 

rest of the interview questions. As I did not know most of the interview participants, overviews 

of their biographies allowed me to ask participants to elaborate further on specific periods of 

their life that appeared relevant to the research. Questions in the interview guide were not 

necessarily asked in order or with the exact wording, as the interview was fluid. I asked 

questions when they seemed to naturally arise or follow from what the participant was saying. 

This was important to maintain a relaxed interview situation that reduced any apprehension felt 

by the adolescent about their participation and encouraged them to be open and candid. 

Additionally, several questions were developed in situ to have participants clarify or elaborate on 

a statement or narrative or to gently guide them in the direction of my research focus. 

For this study, individual interviews were conducted instead of small group interviews so 

that each participant had the opportunity to share their stories and feelings freely without being 

influenced by the information shared by someone else. Adolescents, in particular, may be 

susceptible to shaping their responses based on the presence of other teenagers. Individual 

interviews allowed for a larger range of responses and negated the issue of confirmation bias 
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between participants. All interviews were completed in one session to accommodate the busy 

schedules of the participants and ensure their willingness to participate. 

Research Participants 

To access and recruit participating schools, I used my professional network of educators 

within Hong Kong. This gave me initial access to students for the survey component of my 

research, and the interview participants were recruited from amongst the survey participants. 

School selection. The schools selected for this research were chosen because of their 

reputation as established international schools, their curriculum offering, and the diversity within 

the student population based on nationality. I created a list of all schools in Hong Kong that met 

my requirements: the schools needed to offer the IBDP for students in their final 2 years of 

secondary school and needed to report a minimum of 30 different nationalities represented 

within their student populations. As mentioned in Chapter 1, when all participants share a 

common curriculum and educational ideologies, despite being from different schools, the impact 

of the differences between the school cultures is minimized. All of the schools are private 

institutions that have significant tuition fees as they offer the expensive IBDP and cater to a 

demographic that can afford private education in Hong Kong. In order to provide an extra level 

of privacy to student participants, the schools remain anonymous throughout this thesis and have 

been given the labels of School A through E. 

Administrators of the secondary school sections at all participating schools were 

contacted either directly via email or by email introduction via another professional contact that I 

had within the school. Either the head of schools, the director, or the secondary school principals 

were required to approve of the research goals and to authorize the survey distribution within the 

school as they hold authority in their school communities to approve of the conduct of any 
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educational research accessible to the student body. Approval from schools leaders was also to 

ensure that they were in agreement with the goals of the research. These school administrators 

set the parameters for appropriate distribution of the link to the survey to students. Five schools 

responded favourably and opted to participate in this research. Geographically, they are well 

dispersed across Hong Kong. This distribution is beneficial as it means participants go to school 

in areas that are all in relative proximity to Hong Kong’s country parks and nature spaces. At the 

time of this research, the selected schools all offered the IBDP and reported that students from at 

least 40 different nationalities were enrolled in each of the schools. A variety of nationalities 

within the student body is often a way of advertising how diverse the specific school is to 

prospective students and parents. For this study, the use of schools that had a wide range of 

nationalities represented among their students increased the likelihood of accessing participants 

that are internationally mobile. 

Because the participants were between the ages of 14 to 18, parental consent was 

required. As mentioned previously, when research is conducted with adolescents, a power 

relationship exists between participant and researcher that may influence whether an individual 

chooses to participate in the research process and/or what they opt to share. Participants in my 

study required parental permission so that I knew the parents were in agreement with the goals of 

the research and had ensured their son or daughter’s willingness to participate. Soliciting and 

collecting individual permission forms from the various schools for the survey component would 

have been a logistical challenge for the participating schools. To overcome this, a letter was 

provided to the school to be used to inform parents in advance about the survey distribution and 

about the nature of the research. The letter also provided the opportunity for parents to opt out of 

the research on behalf of their children, although there were not any instances of parents 
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choosing to opt out. In two cases, I was also in direct correspondence with the parent 

associations to clarify the goals of my research. In both instances, my request was met with 

enthusiasm and support. 

At all schools, the administrators determined the most appropriate method for distributing 

the link to the online survey, and a staff member was assigned to facilitate the distribution. At 

two schools, teachers utilized tutorial or teacher advisor time to share the survey and allocated 

instructional time for survey completion. These two schools had an approximate 100% 

completion rate. The other three schools were not able to provide instructional time for survey 

completion. In two of the schools, the link was shared with an introduction through an online 

platform that regularly housed announcements for students in the secondary sections. 

Completion was then based on student self-selection and saw the respective response rates of 

approximately 35% and 45% of students. The fifth school used email distribution to send the 

survey directly to student inboxes, and that yielded an approximately 90% completion rate. 

Initially, I aimed to recruit four schools to participate with approximately 40 students from each 

school for the survey. I estimated that, between four schools, approximately 225 to 250 students 

would be in my target age range, so 160 responses would yield an overall 64% response rate and 

would provide a reasonable amount of data to analyze for statistically significant results (Robson, 

2011, p. 260). In total, 213 student responses were collected during March 2015. This actual rate 

of return surpassed my target sample of 160 responses, partially because five schools opted to 

participate. I used information provided by the schools and estimated that, between the five 

schools, the survey was made available to approximately 370 students, meaning that the response 

rate is approximately 58%. 
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Qualitative interview component. Participants for the interviews were initially recruited 

via the survey. Students who had lived in at least two countries before moving to Hong Kong 

were invited to click on a separate link from within the online survey form to provide their 

names and contact information if they were interested in being interviewed. This meant that their 

personal information was disassociated from their survey responses to maintain anonymity. At 

first, 10 students volunteered to be interviewed and provided their contact information. I initially 

contacted them through email to confirm their interest. Of those 10, eight responded favourably 

and interviews were conducted over a 7-week period between late March and early May 2015. 

Later, there were four additional participants who were recommended and recruited by the initial 

interview participants. In total, 12 students were interviewed—10 individually and one interview 

with a pair of students who were friends and preferred to be interviewed together. Of the 213 

respondents, 46 individuals who completed the survey lived in at least two places before living in 

Hong Kong and could have self-selected for the interview as they fit my requirements for 

interview participants. Thus, with only 10 individuals who initially expressed interest in 

participating after the survey, a 22% response rate was produced. This response rate was lower 

than I anticipated and was potentially due to timing. April and May are peak times for secondary 

school students to have exams and assessments and concern over the time required to participate 

in the interview may have been a deterrent to the recruitment process at this potentially stressful 

time. 

The interviews ranged in length between 33 and 70 minutes (mean length of 45 minutes), 

took place in locations of the participant’s choosing, and varied from the spectator stands in a 

public sports ground, to a school classroom, to a coffee shop. The locations were all relatively 

quiet to allow for conversation. I encouraged participants to set the location of the interview to 
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ensure their physical comfort and familiarity with the location. This also mitigated the perceived 

power relationship between the participant and I. Pseudonyms of Student A through Student L 

were assigned to participants to maintain their anonymity. Nine of the 12 participants required 

parental consent to participate as they were under the age of 18, and all participants agreed to the 

interview being audio-recorded for later transcription and analysis. 

Data Analysis 

A mixed methods approach requires a variety of analytical methods; therefore, the 

following sections outline the procedures that I followed to analyze the data from the survey 

responses and qualitative interviews. The final section of this chapter explains how the 

quantitative and qualitative components of this research were combined. 

Quantitative survey component. Survey results were organized and assessed by nature 

relatedness and place attachment scores using Microsoft Excel®. For nature relatedness indicator 

questions, the required statements were reverse-scored to calculate the totals out of a potential 

105 points (5 points multiplied by 21 indicator statements). As designed, the higher the total, the 

more that individual perceives that they have a connection with nature. The two dimensions of 

place attachment (place identity and nature bonding) were considered together out of a total of 

40 points and were also separated out (of 20 points each) to complete the analysis. Again, as 

designed, the higher the score, the more an individual feels that Hong Kong is part of who they 

are (place identity), and the more connected that they feel to Hong Kong’s natural environments 

(nature bonding). 

Data was assessed to consider the participant sample composition in terms of gender, age, 

school group, and nationality. Relationships between the demographic factors of gender, age, and 

school groups were compared against nature relatedness and place attachment using the score 
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distribution, mean, and standard deviation. For gender, I used a two-tailed t test to see if there 

were any statistically-significant differences between the mean nature relatedness and place 

attachment scores (Newby, 2010, pp. 582–583). For age and school group, I conducted an 

analysis of variance (ANOVA) as an extension of the t test to identify if the results are 

statistically different as there are more than two groups to compare (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 

2011, pp. 644–645). For gender, age, and school group, the null hypotheses were that 

demographic factors would not reveal statistically significant differences in nature relatedness or 

place attachment as I had no reason to assume that there would be. 

All of the above procedures were precursors to the analysis for my main research 

questions. ANOVA was used to test for any differences in the nature relatedness scores of the 

groupings based on the number of international relocations (0, 1, 2, or more than 3) to address 

Research Question 1, which aims to determine the relationships between the number of 

international relocations adolescents have experienced and their general relationship with nature. 

Research Question 2 aims to determine the relationships, between the number of years an 

adolescent has spent in Hong Kong and the attachment he or she feels towards Hong Kong. For 

this, a chi-squared test was used to see if the number of years that an individual had lived in 

Hong Kong had a relationship with an individual’s place attachment. For the chi-squared 

analysis, I separated out the dimensions of place identity and nature bonding. A chi-squared test 

compares “the actual distribution of data to the theoretical distribution of the same size” (Newby, 

2010, p. 587) to see if there are differences between how the data were distributed versus how it 

statistically would be distributed. For all the t tests, ANOVA, and chi-squared tests used in this 

data analysis, a standard probability of less than 5% significance level was applied. This meant 

that in order for a trend to be statistically significant, the actual results are grouped in a way that 
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the data are not likely (less than 5% probability) to be randomly grouped (Newby, 2010, p. 589). 

The online t test, ANOVA, and chi-squared test calculators were used for this analysis (Lowry, 

2015; Stangroom, 2015a; Stangroom, 2015b). 

Qualitative interview component. All interview transcripts were manually coded to 

uncover themes emerging from the participant’s shared experiences. Initial coding was 

conducted as a way to process and identify relevant interview data that addressed my research 

questions. Initial coding was completed using methods outlined by Saldana (2013)—primarily in 

vivo coding although specific attention was given to process coding in certain contexts. Process 

coding uses gerunds as the base of the code and aims to look at conceptual actions, such as 

“struggling, negotiating, surviving, adapting” (Saldana, 2013, p. 96). Willig (2008) pointed out 

that processes are involved in “psychological concepts such as prejudice, identity, memory [and] 

trust” (p. 164). These are constructs that are developed and not something that an individual 

simply possesses. Therefore, Process coding was useful to help identify themes related to my 

third research question about the process of identity formation and connection building between 

the individual and a place. 

More prominent, however, was the use of the in vivo coding method, which is when 

words or short phrases from the language of the interview participants themselves are used to 

code. This coding approach maintains the participant’s voices at the forefront of analysis: “In 

vivo coding is particularly useful in education ethnographies with youth. The child and 

adolescent voices are often marginalized, and coding with their actual words enhances and 

deepens an adult’s understanding of their cultures and worldviews” (Saldana, 2013, p. 91). As 

my research is dependent on understanding the experiences of internationally mobile youth, in 

vivo coding maintains the words of the adolescents. One potential downside to in vivo coding is 
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when qualitative coding software is used since participants may not always use the exact same 

word. This was not an issue in this study as with a relatively low number of transcripts, manual 

coding was conducted and software was not used. 

Corbin and Strauss (2008) outlined the use of in vivo coding to conduct grounded theory 

analysis, which they define in a generic sense as the “theoretical constructs derived from 

qualitative analysis of data” (p. 1). After rereading the transcripts numerous times, I began 

organizing quotes from the qualitative interviews into themes that addressed my three research 

questions. First, significant quotes from all of the interviews were extracted from the text while 

maintaining some short leading and following words or phrases so that the context is retained. 

Manual coding meant that I was less reliant on the literal words or phrases used by participants 

but was instead focussed on the emerging themes. Significant quotes were distinguished 

intuitively as being those statements that provided unique perspectives and shared personal 

insight. Participant pseudonyms of Student A to L were also retained as a reference. The quotes 

were grouped into 17 themes based on similarities between the content (see Appendix L). Some 

examples of these themes are as follows: identifying multiple homes, having experiences in 

nature as a young child, and feeling different from local Hong Kong kids. These themes were 

then considered in terms of the three research questions and further organized based on the 

questions that the theme was related to most strongly. Finally, the themes were considered in 

response to the questions and were distilled into the factors or concepts outlined in Chapter 4. In 

qualitative analysis, concepts are considered to be “words that stand for ideas contained in data. 

Concepts are interpretations, the products of analysis” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 159). In some 

instances, the formation of the concepts or factors meant the amalgamation of themes whereas 

other themes were retained as unique insights that represented a more abstract idea. 
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Consolidating analysis. One of the challenges of using a mixed methods approach to 

research is to make sure that the approaches provide findings that can be consolidated and do not 

produce disconnected results. In an effort to bring the survey component and semistructured 

interview results together, my three research questions framed my analysis for both the 

quantitative and qualitative components of the research. The quantitative survey results were 

used to identify differences resulting from international mobility, but the survey was not 

sufficient for explaining the results. The interviews add significant breadth to the analysis and 

place emphasis on the participants’ voices. Together, these methods allowed for my research 

questions to be answered as comprehensively as possible. 
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Chapter Four: Results and Findings 

This section begins with an overview of the adolescents who participated in the survey 

and interview research components. Findings are then presented by research question to best 

integrate the results from both the quantitative and qualitative components. Key findings indicate 

that international mobility does not negatively impact an adolescent’s ability to form 

relationships with nature and that the places experienced by adolescents are amalgamated into 

their unique and wide-ranging senses of place. 

Participant Demographics 

Participants for both the survey and interview components came from a range of 

backgrounds, as indicated by their countries of citizenship, age, length of residence in Hong 

Kong, and number of international relocations. The following sections briefly highlight the 

diversity of my research participants in terms of demographic characteristics. 

Survey component. My survey sample of 213 respondents was demographically diverse. 

More female than male students completed the survey, with 123 (57.8%) identifying as female, 

88 (41.3%) identifying as male, and two students opting not to indicate gender (0.9%). Survey 

respondents ranged from age 14 to 18, with a median age of 16 years. The number of survey 

responses from each school differed significantly, partially because the number of 14- to 18-

year-old students enrolled in the school differed. School A had the largest representation in the 

sample with 98 respondents (46.0% of sample), and School B had the smallest representation 

with only 13 respondents (6.1% of respondents). 

Forty-nine nationalities were represented in my sample. Just under half of the 

respondents indicated multiple citizenships (104 respondents, or 48.8%) and 107 respondents 

indicated single citizenship (50.2%). Two students did not indicate citizenship. Citizenship to 
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Hong Kong was the most abundant (62.0%), followed by Canada, the United States of America, 

the United Kingdom, and Australia. The countries of citizenship in my sample are consistent 

with the demographics of expatriate nationalities represented within Hong Kong and of those 

families who would seek international school education for their children (Census and Statistics 

Department: Hong Kong Government, 2011, p. 36; Government of Canada, 2012). The 

nationalities represented in my sample had a wide geographic spread (see Appendices M and N). 

The range of citizenships is indicative of Hong Kong’s general immigrant diversity. I recognized, 

however, that citizenship is only one way to consider diversity and that students have varying 

degrees of connection to their countries of citizenship. 

Interview component. Despite the relatively low responses to the call for interviews, the 

adolescents who did participate had diverse backgrounds. Amongst the 12 adolescents who 

participated in the interviews, eight were female and four were male. All were enrolled as 

students at four out of the five schools in my study. The participants had lived in Hong Kong for 

various lengths of time, from 8 months to 6 years, and had experienced living in two to four 

additional countries prior to relocating to Hong Kong. Twenty different countries were 

represented in their combined life experiences, with Singapore being the most common place of 

prior residence (see Appendix O). The countries of prior residence spanned all continents with 

the exception of Africa and Antarctica (see Appendix P). Seven of the 12 participants came from 

families in which the two parents hold different citizenships, and five of the participants 

identified as having multiple ethnic backgrounds. 

Research Question 1: Relationships with Nature 

Background. Prior to addressing Research Question 1, some general findings about 

international mobility and the NRS are outlined first. From the 213 survey respondents, 117 
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(54.9%) indicated that they had experienced international relocation at least once in their lifetime. 

The breakdown can be seen in Figure 1. Of particular interest is that 46 (21.6%) respondents fit 

into the highly mobile category as having relocated at least twice, meaning that Hong Kong is, at 

minimum, the third country the respondents had lived in. These were the students who were 

initially invited to submit their contact information to participate in the interview process. 

 

Figure 1. Student responses to number of international relocations. 

With the NRS, the higher the score, the more an individual can be said to have a 

connection with the natural world or an “appreciation for and understanding of our 

interconnectedness with all other living things on earth” (Nisbet et al., 2008, p. 718). The nature 

relatedness scores were normally distributed, with totals ranging from 40 to 97 and a median 

score of 73 points out of a possible 105 points (and a standard deviation of ±10.0). In comparison 

with previous studies using the NRS, this overall score is lower than the median 78 points found 

in the initial Nisbet et al. (2008) study of government employees in Canada (p. 731). 

When nature relatedness was compared amongst demographic groups, notable results 

arose for both gender and school group, but no significant differences were found based on the 
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age of respondents. A two-tailed t test comparing the scores of females and males yielded a 

t value of 1.999 and a corresponding p value of 0.0469. As the p value is slightly less than the 5% 

significance level, the gender of survey respondents likely impacts the nature relatedness score, 

with females expressing an average nature relatedness score of 74.1 and males expressing an 

average of 71.3, both with a standard deviation of ±10.0. When the nature relatedness scores by 

indicator statement are considered individually, I found that six statements (No. 2, 3, 11, 14, 15, 

20 in Appendix F) yielded significantly higher responses in female respondents than male 

respondents. Statements 3 and 11 yielded the most statistically significant difference by gender, 

and both of these statements evaluate the extent to which an individual believes humans should 

or could have an impact, either positive or negative, on the environment. Female respondents 

were more likely to disagree with the reverse-scored statement: “Humans have the right to use 

natural resources any way we want” with a t value of 4.01 and a corresponding 

p value < 4.3 x 10-5. Female respondents were also more likely to disagree with another reverse-

scored statement: “Nothing I do will change the problems in other places on the planet,” which 

resulted in a t value of 2.82 and a p value of 0.002. A search for explanations for the differences 

between gendered responses to the NRS would be appropriate for further research but are outside 

of the scope of this study. 

Using ANOVA, differences were detected in the nature relatedness scores based on 

school group. When the scores from each of the five schools were assessed for differences, the 

results yielded an F value of 3.95 with a corresponding p value of 0.0041, well below the 5% 

significance level. Thus, the null hypothesis can be rejected as school group does make a 

difference in nature relatedness score. School B in particular has a low mean nature relatedness 

score. When compared in a two-tailed t test with Schools A, C, D, and E grouped together, a 
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significant difference was identified for School B as p = 0.017. Aiming to identify potential 

reasons why School B had the lowest nature relatedness scores, I noted that the percentage of 

students who had experienced at least one international relocation was the lowest in School B 

with 38.5% of their respondents having lived in another country, as shown in Table 1. 

Nevertheless, I questioned the validity of the t test to compare School B and the other schools 

because the sample size from School B was low with only 13 respondents as compared to the 

other school groups. To confirm that sample size was not the only reason for the lower nature 

relatedness scores from School B, I compared School B directly with School D using a two-

tailed t test. Both had a similarly small number of respondents but a noticeably different mean 

nature relatedness score, and School D has the highest percentage of respondents who had 

experienced international mobility at 82.4%. The resulting p = 0.003 confirmed that respondents 

from School B and D do have statistically different responses to the NRS. 

Table 1 
 
Percentage of Respondents with 1+ International Relocations and Nature Relatedness Score for 
Each School 

School No. of 
Respondents 

% with 1+ International 
Relocations 

Mean Nature 
Relatedness 

Standard 
Deviation 

A 98 51.0 71.0 10.2 

B 13 38.5 67.2 7.2 

C 33 45.5 75.6 10.3 

D 17 82.4 76.6 8.1 

E 52 63.5 75.2 9.6 

The percentage of respondents who had experienced international mobility at each school 

was plotted against the mean nature relatedness score, as seen in Figure 2. A weak correlation 
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can be found between these variables with an r2 value of 0.517, showing that although some 

connection may exist between these two variables, the relationship is not strong. 

 

Figure 2. Percentage of school respondents who had experienced international mobility and 
mean nature relatedness score. 

It is difficult to propose other reasons for these specific differences between nature 

relatedness scores from the school groups without knowing more about the school or students. 

Potential reasons for the differences in school scores were only briefly hinted at during my 

interview with Student B who attends School D. Student B did indicate that, in his opinion, the 

teachers at School D “really take a lot of the activities outside of the classroom,” and he shared 

stories about having physical education and art classes outdoors. A reciprocal relationship exists 

between school culture and the students that the school attracts and enrols. This reciprocity is 

especially true in schools that are private institutions, and families make the choice to send their 

children to a specific school for a variety of reasons. Therefore, with the data collected, it is not 

possible to know whether aspects of the school—its programme, culture, student 

demographics—or other factors are more significant in impacting the mean nature relatedness 

score. 
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International mobility and nature relatedness scores. Although the above analysis 

provides context about the sample, the purpose of using the NRS was to address Research 

Question 1: What are the relationships, if any, between the number of international relocations 

adolescents have experienced and their general relationship to nature? 

Survey respondents were grouped based on the number of international relocations. 

Table 2 shows the minimum, maximum, standard deviation, and mean nature relatedness score 

for each grouping, out of a possible 21 to 105 points. 

Table 2 
 
Number of International Relocations and Mean Nature Relatedness Scores 

No. of 
International 
Relocations 

No. of 
Respondents 

Minimum 
Nature 

Relatedness 
Score 

Maximum 
Nature 

Relatedness 
Score 

Mean Nature 
Relatedness 

Score 

Standard 
Deviation 

0 96 52 97 71.8 10.4 

1 71 54 92 73.8 9.1 

2 19 40 86 69.3 11.7 

3+ 27 61 91 77.4 8.7 

Using ANOVA, the F value of 3.296 and a p value of 0.021 indicate a statistically 

significant difference in these groupings. This indicates that the number of international 

relocations experienced by an adolescent does correlate to differences in the nature relatedness 

score. Respondents who had experienced no international relocations demonstrated the widest 

range of responses. The grouping of respondents who indicated that they had experienced two 

international relocations did have an outlier respondent with a low nature relatedness score of 

only 40. Even when that was excluded for analytical purposes, however, the results only changed 

minimally; the mean nature relatedness score became 70.9 and the p value becomes 0.043, which 
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still indicates a statistical difference between the groups’ scores. To identify which group is 

statistically distinct, further t tests were used to single out each grouping and compare it to the 

others. The only distinction to yield a significant difference was the nature relatedness scores of 

the respondents who identified experiencing three or more international relocations. By 

comparing the three or more international relocations group to the other three groups together 

using a t test, the resulting t value of 2.48 and p value of 0.014 indicated a statistically significant 

difference. The null hypothesis can be rejected, and it can be concluded that respondents who 

indicated that they had experienced three or more international relocations were more likely to 

have a higher nature relatedness score. Therefore, the most internationally mobile adolescents 

were the most likely to express an appreciation and recognition of the interconnectedness and 

significance of natural systems in their survey responses. No other combinations of groupings 

based on number of international relocations yielded any other quantitative distinctions based on 

nature relatedness score. This is notable as international mobility itself did not impact a 

respondent’s nature relatedness score in either direction (higher or lower) until a high level of 

international relocation was experienced. 

As noted earlier, School D did have a higher mean nature relatedness score overall and 

had the highest percentage of respondents who have experienced international mobility. Thus, I 

hypothesized that a high proportion of the students from School D were in the most highly 

mobile group as compared to other schools; however, this was not the case, as seen in Table 3. 
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Table 3 
 
School Group and Number of International Relocations 

School 
Group 

No. of 
Respondents 

No. with 0 
international 
relocations  

No. with 1 
international 

relocation 

No. with 2 
international 
relocations 

No. with 3+ 
international 
relocations 

A 98 48 28 7 15 

B 13 8 5 0 0 

C 33 18 11 0 4 

D 17 3 6 5 3 

E 52 19 21 7 5 

School D only accounted for three of the 27 respondents who had experienced 

international mobility three or more times. School A had the highest number of respondents in 

total and the highest number with three or more international relocations. This shows that 

mobility likely had a stronger influence on a respondent’s nature relatedness score than which 

school they attended. 

Relationships with nature and mobility. Applying the Nisbet et al. (2008) NRS did 

yield a distinction between the most internationally mobile adolescent group who had 

experienced at least three international relocations as compared to the other groupings of zero, 

one, or two international relocations. The survey itself used Likert-type scale questions and did 

not provide insights into the reasons, so the themes summarized from the semistructured 

interview analysis were used to consider explanations (see Appendix L). The questions now 

became as follows: 

• Why is there no difference in terms of strength of nature relationships between those 

who have not moved internationally with those who have moved once or twice? 
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• Why does high mobility of three or more moves correspond with a stronger 

relationship with nature? 

Three main factors emerged as reasons: early family experiences in nature, experiences in 

diverse environments, and an appreciation of impermanent contexts. Each one is elaborated on 

below, and quotes from the adolescents are used to show how these themes may contribute to an 

individual’s relationship with nature. 

Family experiences. Several adolescents who had relocated internationally at least twice 

shared stories of experiencing natural environments with their families at a young age and often 

engaged with outdoor activities such as hiking, camping, or going to the beach with parents and 

siblings. Student B shared that experiencing nature in northern Europe with his family was 

constant regardless of the season: “It is a family thing to go into the woods in the winter together, 

throwing snowballs at each other. It’s a really nice and fun activity for the family.” Student E 

proposed, “I’ve always been really in touch with the environment and I’ve always had this 

special connection with the ocean, maybe because in Venezuela we [family] always went to the 

ocean.” When Student F was asked about the motivation for being a part of her school’s 

environmental issues club and acting as an advocate for environmentalism, she identified early 

and consistent experiences in natural environments and family influence as potential reasons: 

He [Dad] likes being outdoors, so I would assume that it has something to do with that. 

My Mom likes to be outdoors as well so that is just how it was growing up. We would 

ALWAYS go outside . . . no matter where we lived. 

Parental influence and creating the habit of normalizing and valuing experiences in 

natural environments through family activities seemed to be a common theme. Because many of 

the indicator statements for the NRS have to do with individual experiences in nature (see 
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Appendix F) and the perceived level of enjoyment, a family who values experiences and 

activities in nature is likely influential. This finding is consistent with literature on the 

significance of experiences in childhood and relationships with nature and will be elaborated on 

in Chapter 5. 

Experiencing environmental diversity. Life in multiple countries can generate diversity 

in environmental experiences. Internationally mobile adolescents have experienced a range of 

biomes and have also witnessed a variety of issues and approaches to environmental 

management. A few students explained the impact that experiencing a diversity of natural 

ecosystems had on them: 

I think actually why it [awareness of environment] has evolved so much is because I have 

seen so many different environments. I have maybe a deeper appreciation. Had I lived in 

just one place seeing, for example a tropical rainforest, then I wouldn’t have an 

appreciation for, like environments with mountains and stuff like that. Because I’ve seen 

lots of different environments, I think that’s something that really helps and explains why 

I care about the environment. (Student F) 

When participants experience variations in their level of access to nature, they seemed to 

be motivated to develop their relationship with nature: 

Well, in Norway, I wouldn’t say that I was one of the biggest appreciators of nature, but I 

got here [Hong Kong] and I kind of missed it a bit. So when I got here, I thought it 

[joining the school environmental club] would be something good to do to learn a bit 

more about, um, global warming and all of the things associated with not being able to 

access all of the things I grew up accessing. (Student C) 

For a couple of interview participants, the ability to compare locations highlighted 

environmental problems, and this became a motivator for more environmental awareness: 
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We [mobile adolescents] also have an insight into nature and how to protect it because 

living in different countries you see how—like, China has a lot of CO2 emissions and you 

feel the pollution while other places have the freshest air like the Bahamas with the ocean. 

You become a lot more, I don’t know the exact word, but more worried about the 

environment. You protect it a bit more because living in different areas, you see the 

effects of it. (Student L) 

When an individual has a multitude of environmental contexts to draw upon, it seems to 

highlight the differences between places. This diversity may be a factor that impacts an 

adolescent’s relationship with nature as associations are built with a variety of environments and 

observations are made about the many ways that humans have impacted the environment. 

Appreciation and engagement with fleeting contexts. Inherent in the life of an 

internationally mobile adolescent is the impermanence of the contexts they experience. The 

decision to relocate is often beyond the adolescent’s control, and when life in a new location 

begins, they are often unsure of how long they will live in that particular place. A few interview 

participants identified that an appreciation for a particular context or environment originates 

from wanting to savour the experience. Knowing that a location will likely not be permanently 

accessible encourages adolescents to be aware of it, explore it, and revel in it. Student L shared 

the following: 

And since you move around a lot, you enjoy it [current environment] much more because 

it’s precious time and it won’t last for very long . . . You have to take advantage of it and 

appreciate it that much more. We can’t . . . like, looking out the window is only halfway 

there. You have to be there as well because we [mobile adolescents] don’t always get that 

and it changes. 

Student B also prioritized the present moment as a way to experience the current context 

more fully: 
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My family has always said to me that I am very good at living in the present and not in 

the future and not in the past. I really try to be nonjudgmental and living in the present. 

It’s also how it has allowed me to get to know Hong Kong better. I’m not thinking of 

going home. Instead, I look forward to being here now. 

These adolescents suggested that the uncertainty of not having consistency in their 

experiences does impact their awareness of and appreciation for local environments. Not 

knowing if and when a place will become part of their past or future encourages them to be more 

engaged in their local environments while they can access them. This might explain why the 

most highly mobile adolescents have stronger relationships with the natural world. 

Research Question 2: Place Attachment to Hong Kong 

Background. Before addressing Research Question 2 directly, details about the survey 

respondents’ length of residence in Hong Kong and key findings related to PAS—or Place 

Attachment Scale—scores are outlined. Responses for the number of years living in Hong Kong 

ranged from 1 to 18 years. Respondent’s years of residence were unequally distributed towards 

the most extreme ends; 46 (21.6%) of respondents had lived in Hong Kong for 1 or 2 years, and 

99 (46.5%) respondents had lived in Hong Kong for 15 to 18 years. For respondents who had 

lived in Hong Kong for 15 years or longer, their time in Hong Kong constitutes either the whole 

or a significant portion of their life and memory. 

Using the PAS, place attachment scores were Hong Kong specific and were considered as 

a whole out of a maximum of 40 points, and the subdimensions of “place identity” and “nature 

bonding” were considered separately. The mean overall place attachment score was 28.8. 

Separately, the average place identity score was 15.7, and the nature bonding score was 13.1. In 

comparison to the initial studies conducted by Raymond et al. (2010) on the residents of 

Australian regions, the scores from this study are in a similar range and also indicate that, in 
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general, place identity scores are higher than nature bonding scores. For survey respondents, this 

indicates that maintaining Hong Kong as part of their identity contributes slightly more to their 

attachment to Hong Kong than having a bond with the natural environments in Hong Kong. No 

statistically significant differences between the overall place attachment, place identity, or nature 

bonding scores for demographic groupings of gender, age, or school group were found using 

ANOVA or t tests. 

Hong Kong Place Attachment Scale results. The main purpose of using the PAS was to 

address Research Question 2: What are the relationships, if any, between the number of years an 

adolescent has lived in Hong Kong and his or her attachment to Hong Kong? 

Survey respondents were grouped according to the number of years they had lived in 

Hong Kong, and Table 4 shows the mean place attachment, place identity, and nature bonding 

scores for each group. 
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Table 4 
 
Number of Years Residing in Hong Kong and Mean Place Attachment, Place Identity and Nature 
Bonding Scores 

No. of Years 
Residing in 
Hong Kong 

No. of 
Respondents 

Mean Place 
Attachment 

Score 

Mean Place 
Identity Score 

Mean Nature 
Bonding Score 

1 28 25.6 12.8 12.8 

2 18 27.8 13.8 14.1 

3 6 27.7 14.7 13.5 

4 8 28.8 16.0 12.8 

5 5 28.8 16.0 12.8 

6 5 22.8 10.8 12.0 

7 2 27.0 13.5 13.5 

8 8 29.6 16.0 13.6 

9 3 24.3 14.3 10.0 

10 7 32.0 18.6 13.4 

11 1 24.0 16.0 8.0 

12 6 28.3 15.7 12.7 

13 3 30.3 17.0 13.3 

14 14 29.7 16.9 12.9 

15 28 29.0 15.5 13.4 

16 34 30.7 17.9 12.9 

17 24 29.5 16.3 13.2 

18 13 31.54 17.7 13.9 

Figures 3 and 4 are graphical representations of the raw place attachment scores and 

average place attachment score based on the number of years living in Hong Kong. In Figure 3, 

each respondent’s overall place attachment score and years living in Hong Kong were graphed as 

individual data points. Figure 4 shows the average place attachment scores for each year that the 

respondents have lived Hong Kong. 
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Figure 3. Years living in Hong Kong and raw place attachment scores of individual participants. 

 

Figure 4. Years living in Hong Kong and average place attachment score. 

Neither Figures 3 nor 4 illustrate a strong relationship between years of residence in 

Hong Kong and overall place attachment. Correlation coefficient values of r2 < 0.1 for the raw 

place attachment scores and r2 = 0.23 for the averaged place attachment scores indicate that years 
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of residence in Hong Kong has a weak to nonexistent relationship to place attachment. In other 

words, the number of years that an adolescent had lived in Hong Kong had no statistical 

influence in how attached they are to Hong Kong as indicated by his or her overall place 

attachment score. 

I found that examining an overall place attachment score did not reveal any relationships. 

To explore this further, the dimensions that compose place attachment were assessed separately. 

Place attachment was separated into its components of place identity and nature bonding, which 

exposed trends that were not visible when I only analyzed the overall place attachment scores. 

Hong Kong and place identity dimension. When considering the place identity 

dimension of place attachment in Table 5, I observed that, with a few exceptions (such as with 

the group with 6 years of residence in Hong Kong), a noticeable increase in place identity scores 

occurred as the length of residence increased. To analyze this further, both years of residence and 

place identity scores data were subdivided into groups, instead of using the mean scores, and 

analyzed using a chi-squared test. The rationale for using groupings is that the difference from 

one single year to the next is likely not as significant as longer periods of time. The use of single 

years alone is potentially problematic since those adolescents who are only 15-years-old cannot 

possibly have lived in Hong Kong for 18 years. Even those who had lived in Hong Kong for a 

majority of their lives, but not all, are not likely to have recollection of living elsewhere. For 

example, a 17-year-old respondent who had lived in Hong Kong for the last 15 years is relatively 

comparable to a 15-year-old who had lived in Hong Kong for his or her whole life. Thus, 

grouping the 99 adolescent respondents who had resided in Hong Kong for all or most of their 

lives is justifiable. Respondents who had only lived in Hong Kong for 1 and 2 years were also 

grouped together since they were still comparably new to Hong Kong. The remaining 64 
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respondents were grouped into even-sized segments of 3 to 8 years and 9 to 14 years of residence 

in Hong Kong. Each grouping spans 6 years and includes 34 respondents each so that the groups 

would be balanced in terms of years and number of respondents. 

Table 5 
 
Results of A Chi-Square Test Analysis of Years of Residence and Place Identity Score 

 Years of Residence in Hong Kong 

Place Identity Score 1–2 
years 

3–8 
years 

9–14 
years 

15–18 
years 

Row 
Totals 

20 points 
Count 3 5 9 38 

55 
Expected Count 11.88 8.78 8.78 25.56 

17–19 points 
Count 2 5 9 15 

31 
Expected Count 6.69 4.95 4.95 14.41 

14–16 points 
Count 17 15 11 30 

73 
Expected Count 15.77 11.65 11.65 33.93 

4–13 points 
Count 24 9 5 16 

54 
Expected Count 11.66 8.62 8.62 25.10 

Column Totals 46 34 34 99 213 

The chi-squared analysis resulted in a chi-squared value of 40.39, corresponding to a 

p value of less than 0.00001. Because the p value is far below the 5% significance level, there is 

sufficient evidence to reject the null hypothesis and conclude that a relationship exists between 

the number of years an adolescent had lived in Hong Kong and his or her place identity score. By 

comparing the actual counts within each category with the expected values based on probable 

distribution, it can be seen that those adolescents who had lived in Hong Kong the longest (15 to 

18 years) skewed distributions towards a high place identity score: 38 out of 99 respondents held 

the maximum place identity score of 20 points. The adolescents newest to Hong Kong (1 to 

2 years of residence) have skewed distribution towards a lower place identity scores with 24 out 

of 46 respondents indicating low place identity scores of 13 points or lower. This result indicates 
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that an increase in the number of years adolescents had resided in Hong Kong does increase the 

extent to which he or she perceives Hong Kong to be symbolically representative of who he or 

she is: Hong Kong is part of his or her identity. The duration of experience in Hong Kong 

increases an adolescent’s score on the place identification dimension of the place attachment 

score. 

Hong Kong and nature bonding dimension. Separately, nature bonding was considered 

as a second dimension of place attachment and refers to the “implicit or explicit connection to 

some part of the non-human world natural environment” (Raymond et al., 2010, p. 426) as it 

relates specifically to Hong Kong environments. The mean nature bonding scores in Table 4 do 

not immediately reveal a trend between length of time in Hong Kong and nature bonding score. 

Nevertheless, a chi-squared analysis was conducted to look for any unobvious statistical trends. 

Results can be seen in Table 6. 

Table 6 
 
Results of a Chi-Square Test Analysis of Years of Residence and Nature Bonding with Hong 
Kong Score 

 Years of Residence in Hong Kong 

Nature Bonding Score 1–2 
years 

3–8 
years 

9–14 
years 

15–18 
years 

Row 
Totals 

17–20 points 
Count 6 3 4 17 

30 
Expected Count 6.48 4.79 4.79 13.94 

14–16 points 
Count 15 10 11 23 

59 
Expected Count 12.74 9.42 9.42 27.42 

11–13 points 
Count 15 16 9 41 

81 
Expected Count 17.49 12.93 12.93 37.65 

4–10 points 
Count 10 5 10 18 

43 
Expected Count 9.29 6.86 6.86 19.99 

Column Totals 46 34 34 99 213 
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The chi-squared analysis resulted in a chi-squared value of 7.69, corresponding to 

p = 0.566. As the p value is well above the 5% significance level, then the null hypothesis holds 

true: No discernable difference exists between the number of relocations and the nature bonding 

dimension of place attachment to Hong Kong. 

As the length of residence in Hong Kong impacted the two dimensions of place 

attachment differently, this prompted me to wonder if there was a relationship between them. 

The individual respondents’ two scores were graphed in Figure 5 to look for a correlation 

between the dimensions of place identity and nature bonding. 

 

Figure 5. Respondent’s place identity score graphed with nature bonding score. 

With a correlation coefficient of r2 = 0.122, I can conclude that no clear correlation 

between a respondent’s place identity score and his or her nature bonding score exists. A sense 

of identification with a specific place is not then necessary for a bond with the natural 

environment in that place. This finding challenges the assumption outlined in Chapter 2 that 

attachment to a place is a required precursor to building a bond with the natural environment of 

that location. This will be discussed further in Chapter 5. 
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Hong Kong as a place of attachment. Applying the Raymond et al. (2010) PAS yielded 

distinct results when the dimensions of place identity and nature bonding were separated. For 

place identity, an increase in the length of time an adolescent had lived in Hong Kong increased 

the personal sense of identification that they had with Hong Kong. For nature bonding, the length 

of time an adolescent had lived in Hong Kong did not have any impact on his or her nature 

bonding with Hong Kong’s environments. The survey itself did not provide insights into the 

reasons why these results occurred so the themes summarized from the semistructured interview 

analysis were used to consider why (see Appendix L). The main questions were now as follows: 

• Why does the length of time residing in Hong Kong not correlate with an increase in 

nature bonding like it did for place identity? 

• Why do adolescents relatively new to Hong Kong feel just as attached to the natural 

components of Hong Kong as those who have lived in Hong Kong for a large 

majority of their lives? 

• Why is there no relationship between the identification an adolescent has to Hong 

Kong and his or her bonding with the natural environments in Hong Kong? 

In the interviews, internationally mobile adolescents made statements that aligned with 

the survey findings about time and place identity. Further insights about attachment to Hong 

Kong emerged: the accessibility of Hong Kong for exploration (both urban and rural contexts), a 

sense that feeling connected to a place can be distinct from nationalism or patriotism, and a 

perceived difference between interview participants and their local peers. Each theme is 

elaborated on below. 

Place identity and time. The interview findings corroborated the place identity trend 

revealed in the survey analysis and is consistent with previous findings on mobile adolescents 
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and place attachment (Nette & Hayden, 2007). Using the PAS, I found that the longer the length 

of time adolescents had lived in Hong Kong, the more likely they were to feel as though Hong 

Kong was a part of who they are. Student L shared, 

I think the longer you live in a place, the more you will be attached to it because you have 

more memories. Locations are better memorized, and you can walk around it with your 

eyes closed. Since I have been in Singapore more, I feel more attached to it. In Dubai, I 

was only there for one year, so I don’t feel attached to it. 

Student L used the term “attached” and mentioned that his memories and familiarity with 

a location foster connection. Student A elaborated on the idea of relating to a place and identified 

a sense of being attached to many places but not with the same depth of identification: 

I feel like when you move around to so many different places, and you spend a good 

amount of time between them, in a way you can sort of relate to everything equally, but 

on the other hand, you can’t really relate to them [places] as deeply as someone who has 

lived there a much longer time. 

These students, along with other interview participants, connected the length of time 

spent in a place with increased familiarity and intimacy. Although, as Student A noted, 

experiencing a multiplicity of places means that all of them, to varying extents, become part of 

their identity. This is explored further in Research Question 3. I should note that participants 

referenced experiences with places in a more holistic way and were not necessarily referring to 

natural spaces exclusively. 

Accessibility of Hong Kong. When asked specifically about Hong Kong, many interview 

participants discussed Hong Kong’s accessibility in terms of transportation availability, relative 

safety, and a lack of a significant language barrier. Often, the ease of living and travelling within 

Hong Kong was compared to places the adolescents had lived in prior to moving to Hong Kong. 
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Student F highlighted the impact of transportation on her independence and explained the 

following: 

You have so much freedom here because in America, you’d have to have a car and you 

can’t drive until you get a driver’s license. Here, it is so easy. You can hop on the MTR 

[mass transit railway] or take a bus. This makes it really easy and convenient to explore 

Hong Kong. 

Perceptions of personal safety also impact the accessibility of experiencing a place. 

Concern and unease about potential harm is a barrier that adolescents and their parents living in 

Hong Kong have not frequently expressed. Hong Kong has relatively low crime rates compared 

to many of the other countries and cities that these adolescents had experienced previously. 

Student D contrasted living in Hong Kong with her earlier experiences in South America: 

In Colombia, I NEVER went out during the week. Never. And my Dad would only let me 

go out once every two weeks. And we would go to the cinema in the shopping mall that 

was only two blocks away, but I wasn’t allowed to walk by myself. 

Hong Kong is more accessible to these adolescents because they are permitted to explore 

and feel comfortable doing so. Finally, the adolescents also identified language as a factor to 

becoming attached to a place; language can provide increased access to social contexts and also 

increases the ease of navigation. In Hong Kong, both Chinese (Cantonese) and English are 

official languages so both are included on all public signage in Hong Kong. For these 

adolescents who are English language speakers, but may or may not know Cantonese, 

exploration is still possible. Student F reflected, 

Here it is super easy to not know the language. I think it is good because it is convenient 

to get around, but at the same time, I do think it is a bit sad because I don’t really need to 

learn Cantonese. 
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Student F was implying that learning the language(s) used in a particular country is 

important to honour the residents and to get to know a place, but it is not a necessity for 

accessing Hong Kong; there is a desire, but in Hong Kong, not much utility. 

The interviews highlighted the accessibility of Hong Kong in terms of transportation, 

personal safety, and language. Hong Kong is a place that these adolescents, and likely their 

parents, feel comfortable exploring with certain levels of independence. The ease of accessing a 

place, particularly the rural contexts, could explain the nature bonding dimension of place 

attachment as even adolescents who are new to Hong Kong are not impeded to access natural 

spaces by barriers that may be present in other places. 

Environments as disassociated from nationalism. In the interviews, when the 

adolescents were asked about the places that they feel connected to, many responded in opposite 

terms by articulating their dislike for traditional nationalism and patriotism. They suggested that 

feeling a sense of connection to countries is not equivalent to feeling as though particular places 

are superior to others: 

I think that when you grow up in so many different places, you stop caring that much 

about a particular country and more of the world as a whole . . . You gain nationalities 

because you realize how special your countries are, but you lose that protectionism over 

your country being the coolest. You live in different places and learn that all of them 

have something to offer. (Student D) 

Even without feeling a sense of patriotism or nationalism, multiple places experienced by 

these adolescents can comprise an adolescent’s sense of self. Student L stated, “I can’t really 

hold too much of an alliance or love or a patriotism to any single country because they are all . . . 

they have all in a way built me up to the person I am today.” Although it was not possible to 

identify the level of nationalistic pride of the survey respondents, some of the interview 
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participants made it clear that feeling a sense of loyalty to a particular place is not necessarily 

linked with being influenced by or connected to that place. Thus, perhaps internationally mobile 

adolescents are able to experience, appreciate, and connect with a place despite not having a pre-

existing sense of identification. Results from the survey found that an increased length of 

residence in Hong Kong did correlate to an increased identification with Hong Kong. Perhaps 

though, for internationally mobile adolescents, this identification is not a prerequisite to 

establishing a sense of connection to a place. 

Perceived differences between themselves and local adolescents. One final result from 

the interviews related to attachment to Hong Kong, particularly nature bonding, is that several 

internationally mobile adolescents noted that they had more frequent encounters with the rural 

and natural places in Hong Kong than most of the local adolescents. In this comparison, some 

were referring to those students who also attended their international schools but who may have 

been born in Hong Kong or to those adolescents who attend other schools. Several expressed that 

they were more likely to explore Hong Kong than their peers: 

Most people at this school—well, not most people, but the people that I talk to—they stay 

on the south side [of Hong Kong Island] where they live and they mostly just hang out 

there. I really like to go to the other places on Hong Kong Island that are really beautiful 

and in the New Territories, like in Sai Kung. There are just some amazing places. 

(Student K) 

This adolescent believed that he had experienced a range of locations in Hong Kong that 

his peers had not. Other participants echoed the fact that they had felt different in this regard: 

“Other people like to game [play video/computer games] and stay at home. And others, they like 

to explore but mainly the city. So I would say that I am not much of a typical Hong Kong 

teenager” (Student A). In most cases where this distinction arose, the participants saw this to be a 
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concern and expressed interest in encouraging others to engage more with Hong Kong’s 

environments: 

I really think that it is important, for Hong Kong students especially, that they need to get 

outside more! Out hiking, but not just hiking, but even get to the beach, you know? Get 

outside. I think that is something that Danish students have but that Hong Kong students 

lack is that ability to be more alone and just be by yourself . . . Get out hiking or 

exploring and being in touch with nature. (Student B) 

In this quote, the adolescent equated experiences in nature with a sense of independence. 

When asked about what advice they would give to someone relocating to Hong Kong for the first 

time, Student G echoed the importance of experiencing Hong Kong independently: 

Sometimes you need to go out on your own and wander around and explore. You can’t 

really get lost in Hong Kong. If you do get lost, just follow the signs to the nearest MTR. 

You need to explore on your own and don’t just rely too heavily on other people to help 

you navigate this place. 

Exploration of Hong Kong, inclusive of natural areas, is a technique used by 

internationally mobile adolescents to build familiarity and attachment with Hong Kong. 

Participants also identified the desire to experience nature as distinct from the majority of their 

peers. Although participants did not explicitly identify cultural influences as a distinguishing 

factor, it was hinted at in the interviews. The willingness and interest to experience the natural 

side of Hong Kong is perhaps a way to compensate for the reduced amount of time mobile 

adolescents had lived in Hong Kong. 
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Research Question 3: Environmental identities and Sense of Place 

Background. Research Question 3 is complex and central to this study. The main 

findings from the other questions in combination with the themes that emerged from the 

interviews provided insight on the following: How does being internationally mobile impact an 

adolescent’s environmental identity and sense of place? 

Four main insights into this question emerged from the interview analysis related to the 

following themes: amalgamation of multiple places into identity, negotiation of identities, 

preference for diversity, and nature as a place that fosters connection. The following sections 

elaborate on these four findings. 

Amalgamating multiple places into identity. When discussing concepts of attachment 

and relationship formation with a place, adolescents commonly made the association with the 

term home. Multiple adolescents expressed feelings of attachment with a multiplicity of places 

and expressed that all of those places are amalgamated into their personal identity. Student F, for 

example, discussed her experience: 

I lived in five different countries and all for different amounts of time. Um, I can’t say 

that one is more “home-y” than the other. I kind of think of it as that it’s not that I don’t 

have a home, but I have lots of different homes because each one is a part of me. It’s not 

a lack of having a home, but it’s having too many homes! 

Student F’s articulation of having multiple homes was followed by her statement that 

“every country has made up who I am.” Mobile adolescents find ways to integrate their 

experiences and attachments to multiple countries into their identities. Although Student F 

considered herself to have multiple homes, others rejected the idea of having homes at all. 

Instead, they preferred not to label their places of attachment and associations as home: 
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People ask me, “Don’t you hate not having a home?” and I think, it’s not so much as a 

home as “why would you want to be associated with just one country?” I think Hong 

Kong is my home right now because it is where I am and it is where the people I care 

most about are. (Student I) 

In the above quote, Student I shared a general sense of frustration with the concept of 

home and considers having a connection to only one place as limiting. Student H outlined the 

active practice of finding ways to identify with places even with those encountered during 

periods of travel and not necessarily experienced as a resident: 

I get attached to places very easily . . . maybe it’s because I don’t have a home, so I try to 

find a home in everything. I love to go to a place and see it and not romanticize it and see 

it for what it is and then find my little wedge of a home in the different places I go. 

At first Student H seemed to contradict themselves by saying that they did not have a 

home but then that they tried to find a “wedge of a home”; however, this was clarified later when 

they stated, “I do find a home here, but it’s not the home. I think to me, home is belonging. I 

think that’s what I mean . . . I mean finding a sense of belonging or attachment in a place.” 

Regardless of their feelings on the use of the term home, the participants were in agreement that 

they associate themselves with and feel attached to a multitude of places and that a significant 

part of their identity is built on having multiple attachments to places. 

Identities as a result of negotiation. The adolescents in my study expressed that the 

multitude of places they had lived constitutes their identities; however, these were not the only 

places that an adolescent may include as part of his or her identity. For example, other places that 

influenced their sense of identity could include the following: places where extended family live, 

places of family heritage and ethnicity, places regularly visited on holidays, or places of passport 

and nationality. 
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Sense of place and identity seemed to form through personal ongoing negotiation and 

reconciliation between a genuinely felt personal sense of attachment and external labels or 

obligatory affiliations. This means that as international transitions occur, the adolescents in my 

study readjust their sense of place and identities. For example, when Student J was asked about 

her earlier reference to Australia as being home, she shared, “I feel kind of obliged to say that. I 

am so Australian in terms of my heritage . . . but sometimes it does feel kind of foreign because I 

can’t quite relate to the people I am supposed to feel most like.” Student J only lived in Australia 

when she was young and so her experiences there were mostly from visits with extended family 

during holidays. For this student, Australia has been incorporated into her sense of place, but it is 

a connection that is more compulsory because of family connections and citizenship than a 

connection that is felt authentically. Affiliations with places are not stagnant, and context can 

change how adolescents identify with a place: 

Well, since my Dad is from Hong Kong, I kind of am too. Maybe this is supposed to be 

my home after all. In Dubai, I would call myself from China and Dubai because that is 

where I felt like I was from, but when I came back [to Hong Kong], I realized that I am 

definitely not like other Hong Kong Chinese that grew up here. (Student A) 

Student A’s sense of place and environmental identity changed after he experienced 

relocation from Dubai to Hong Kong, and he needed to re-evaluate his identification with being 

from China. A sense of duty to identify with a place does not always mean that it becomes part 

of an adolescent’s self-concept. Student H said, “My Mom’s French and Belgian and then my 

Dad’s Italian. But I don’t really associate with either of these places because I have never lived 

there.” Student H holds a French passport so others may assume that she identifies as being from 

France, even though this is not true. Instead, Student H expressed a stronger sense of 

identification with places she had lived for longer periods of time: Singapore and Hong Kong. 
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Expected places of association are not always a true indication of how an adolescent feels about 

a location because building a sense of place is based on personal experiences of attachment and 

not necessarily externally assigned labels. This finding is consistent with research on TCKs and 

will be discussed further in Chapter 5. 

Other terms applied to internationally mobile adolescents, such as global citizen or TCK 

are associations and labels that require an adolescent to negotiate by evaluating his or her level of 

identification with the designation. The phrase global citizen was familiar to all adolescent 

participants, but there was a lack of a consistent understanding of global citizenship and a wide 

range of levels of association with the term between participants. Definitions ranged from “a 

global citizen is anyone who lives on the earth” (Student L) to “it is hard to call yourself a global 

citizen unless you’ve really seen everywhere in the world and have a full understanding” 

(Student K). The participants’ understanding of who a global citizen is ranges from including 

every living person on earth to excluding everyone as it is not possible to see and know the 

whole world. Some students embraced the term and believed that they identified with their 

personal idea of what a global citizen was, whereas others said that the idea was “hypocritical” 

(Student K) or “cliché” (Student L) and did not associate with it. In the end, global citizenship 

was another association that, through individual reflection, the adolescent needed to negotiate 

and decide to incorporate into his or her identity—or not. Ultimately, an adolescent’s sense of 

place and identity is the product of ongoing negotiation of the places and labels that they feel 

authentically connected to and those that they are expected to be connected to or are assigned to 

them. Internationally mobile adolescents’ sense of place and environmental identity is produced 

through careful introspection and is the product of dynamic negotiation and renegotiation as 

labels are applied to them and as international relocations cause contexts to change. 
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Preferences for places with diversity. A childhood of experiencing multiple contexts 

appears to generate a preference in some adolescents for places of diversity. In terms of sense of 

place, the mobile adolescents from my study indicated that they tend to form attachment and 

identification more readily with places that include more variety. In multiple interviews, 

participants shared their comfort with and sense of connection to places that have a variety of 

people, cultures, and environments. Participants commonly expressed displeasure with places 

where people and places were too homogenous or familiar. The places that students preferred to 

be and were more likely to identify with had highly diverse societies. Student K shared his 

preference: “All of the cultures that come together in the U.S. and especially in New York—I 

always feel like I can connect with that.” This diversity could be in terms of culture, or in terms 

of pluralism of thought, as Student C expressed: 

Before coming here, I found that it was a lot of people and they thought the same way. 

All of them! And I didn’t find that interesting . . . I was hoping that coming here [to Hong 

Kong] would give me, like, perspectives not just from Norway or the U.K. but from 

different places kind of outside what I had seen before. 

Finding the social diversity these adolescents prefer is not always possible in a single 

place. For this reason, the adolescents seemed appreciative of international mobility as a way to 

maintain diversity in their lives. Student H self-identified as an “easy mover” and elaborated by 

saying, “I love change. I don’t, like, repel it or whatever; I embrace it.” In addition to enjoying 

change and variety, a few adolescents expressed the personal benefits that they believe they 

derive from mobility. Student L reflected, 

I am thankful that I moved to different countries rather than staying in one place. It has 

made me more understanding of everything instead of a concentration of one single thing. 

I’d rather be that because an international student will be able to do more with the 
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faculties that they have with knowledge and experiences they have had than someone 

who hasn’t been in that situation. 

Common themes of embracing social diversity and the associated perceived benefits of 

intercultural understanding emerged from the interviews. A couple of adolescents extended their 

appreciation for and comfort with diversity to natural contexts and environments. In describing 

his time living in the United Arab Emirates, Student L outlined, “It is all desert and sand. And 

then you live in a very tropical place like this [Hong Kong] and a very beachy place like the 

Bahamas . . . the oscillation makes you enjoy it.” In this quote, Student L was not considering 

diversity within one place but was holistically considering the ecological diversity amongst the 

places he had resided. The experience of growing up in multiple geographies increases his sense 

of enjoyment of these natural environments and contributed to his environmental identity. 

In terms of environmental identity and sense of place, internationally mobile adolescents 

generally identify with experiences (either in one place or a combination of places) that provide 

social and environmental variety. They generally feel positive toward mobility in the sense that it 

has afforded them opportunities in diverse social, cultural, and ecological contexts. Adolescent 

experiences within places of diversity contribute to an adolescent’s sense of place and 

environmental identity. 

Nature as a place of connection. When asked about their understanding of the term 

nature, almost all of the adolescents shared an understanding of the concept of nature that echoed 

that of Clayton and Opotow (2003): “Environments in which the influence of humans is minimal 

or non-obvious, to living components of that environment (such as trees and animals), and to 

non-animate nature environmental features, such as the ocean shore” (p. 6). The adolescents 

described many positive experiences in nature in their stories. Nature functioned as a place that 
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fostered connection in three main ways: connection to self, connection to family, and connection 

to the nonhuman world. For mobile adolescents, experiences with nature are intertwined with 

intrapersonal and social relationships. This development of connection to self, family, and the 

nonhuman world in nature contributes positively to an adolescent’s environmental identity and 

sense of place. 

Many of the adolescents in this study perceived nature as a source of calm, quietude, and 

escapism. Student G contrasted experiences in nature with that of the urban environment: “Since 

I live in the city, you really crave silence sometimes, but you don’t get that. When you go to a 

quiet place, it is serenity and peace. You can take a breath and really relax.” Student K similarly 

spoke about his passion for surfing and his associated experiences of being in nature: “You go to 

a place like Big Wave Bay or the New Territories to surf and then you are just immersed in 

nature . . . You meditate in the water and you just totally relax apart from school work and social 

life.” These experiences indicated that, for these adolescents, nature functioned as a way to 

reflect and connect with self without social pressures and distractions. Nature acted as a place of 

personal respite. 

For a couple of the participants, natural environments also provided the context for 

personal challenge. Student B, for example, explained the significance of completing a 100 km 

trail run across Hong Kong. In this situation, nature became a context for developing personal 

capacity and perseverance. As a result, Student B stated that through the experience he “learned 

something new about myself and about Hong Kong.” For these adolescents, nature provided 

mental and physical space to develop a sense of connection to self. 

Natural environments also provided contexts for connecting many of the adolescents and 

their families as several shared stories about how they participated in family activities outdoors. 
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Student B introduced the Danish word “hygge” when sharing the emotional connection that 

arose from his experiences with family in nature. Although a direct translation into English is not 

possible, Student B described hygge as a general sense or feeling of coziness, intimacy and 

connection: 

Hygge is really those times that you go for walks by the beach or you lay in the winter 

inside with the fireplace and watch a movie with your family. It is those moments that are 

something special, and we had a lot of that outdoors at the summerhouse. 

In many stories, nature was the context for family connections, primarily with the nuclear 

family of parents and siblings, but some adolescents shared their experiences connecting with 

extended family in natural environments as well. 

Lastly, a couple of adolescents in my study articulated feelings of an enigmatic 

connection experienced when in natural environments. Student H observed, 

There’s also a kind of feeling that comes with it [being in nature] that you get, at least for 

me, I get the feeling that I am close to it. That this is where we are supposed to be, if that 

makes sense. Being on the streets, I don’t get that feeling. But in nature, it feels more like 

“oh yes! This is what we [humans] are built for!” 

Student H was reflecting on the interconnectedness of self and nature. Nature became a 

teacher and a source of personal insight. Student I also shared the feelings that nature evokes for 

them: 

That’s what nature and rural England—because that is where I have seen non-city life—

that’s what it reminds me of: that the rest doesn’t matter. What matters is, sort of what 

you do to make yourself the best person that you can be and that you can be a good 

person to everyone else around you . . . I don’t like feeling like I am the biggest thing. I 

like feeling small—because I am. I like the reminder. 
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Student I identified a sense of perspective that being in natural environments evoked. 

This perspective allowed her to readjust her understanding of self in relation to the world. In 

these interviews, the experiences that adolescents shared with nature were all positive and natural 

places were viewed as possible places of connection—to one’s self, to family, and to the larger 

world. This demonstrates the importance of nature as places of connection and could explain 

why mobile adolescents have an equally developed relationship with nature as those who have 

not experienced international relocation. 

Conclusion 

For Research Question 1, the nature relatedness component of the survey and findings 

from the interviews indicated that international mobility does not reduce an individual’s 

perceived relationship with nature, and if anything, high international mobility may increase an 

individual’s sense of connection with nature. Potential reasons for the strength of an adolescent’s 

construction of a relationship with nature emerged from the interviews: 

• an influence from early experiences with family being in nature and establishing 

attitudes of valuing nature; 

• an understanding of environmental diversity by having experienced different 

ecologies; and 

• a proclivity to appreciate and engage with a natural context because of its 

impermanence in his or her life and a desire to experience and engage with a place 

when possible. 

The ability for internationally mobile youth to form relationships with nature is not 

negatively impacted by mobility. Those who had relocated multiple times did not demonstrate a 
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decrease in their perceived connection to natural environments and may, if anything, have had 

stronger relationships with nature for the reasons outlined in the bulleted list above. 

For Research Question 2, separating the two dimensions of place identity and nature 

bonding best assessed the place attachment components of the survey. Results indicated that an 

increased length of time living in Hong Kong corresponded to an increase in place identification 

with Hong Kong. Years of residence in Hong Kong, however, did not correlate to the 

adolescent’s level of nature bonding with Hong Kong’s environments. This led to no discernable 

correlation between an adolescent’s place identification within Hong Kong and his or her ability 

to bond with Hong Kong’s natural environments. Interview findings corroborated the survey 

findings that time spent in a location increases familiarity. Additionally, other key results 

emerged that provide insight into the formation of attachment with Hong Kong for 

internationally mobile adolescents: 

• Hong Kong is highly accessible for youth in that transportation, personal safety, and 

language are not barriers to building attachment. 

• Feelings of connection with a place and a sense that a place is part of your identity 

can be different than feeling patriotic or nationalistic. 

• A perceived distinction exists between the way mobile adolescents and other local 

Hong Kong adolescents engage with Hong Kong’s environment. 

The findings from Research Question 2 build on those of Research Question 1, and again 

evidence indicates that experiences of international mobility do not negatively impact the ability 

to form relationships and bond with nature. Adolescents that had lived in Hong Kong for only a 

short period of time had the same perceived level of bonding with Hong Kong’s natural 

environments as those students who had lived in Hong Kong for longer periods of time. Time in 
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Hong Kong does not correlate with the level of bonding that can occur between an adolescent 

and Hong Kong’s natural systems. The length of residence in Hong Kong did, however, correlate 

with an adolescent’s place identification with Hong Kong, and this calls into question the sense 

of place assumption that a place must be part of an individual’s identity in order for a 

relationship with nature to form. 

Research Question 3 relied on interviews to uncover common themes about the 

environmental identities and sense of place of internationally mobile adolescents. Generally, the 

adolescents who were interviewed expressed concern for environmental issues, and several were 

highly engaged in activities in nature or activities to advocate for environmental values and 

actions. Four major themes related to identities and sense of place emerged: 

• Mobile adolescents amalgamate a multitude of places into their identity, often 

through a process of observation and exploration to build familiarity and association. 

• Mobile adolescent identities are the result of ongoing negotiation between genuine 

affiliation from experience and external labels or obligatory affiliations. 

• Mobile adolescents generally identify with and feel more comfortable in places of 

social and environmental diversity and demonstrate general positivity towards 

mobility as a way to seek continued variety. 

• For mobile adolescents, nature is seen as a positive context to build connection to self, 

either through self-reflection or personal challenge; to family, by providing positive 

experiences that build intimacy; and to the larger world through a recognition of the 

interconnectedness of the world and one’s experience within it. 

The results of Research Question 3 outlined the ways that international mobility impacts 

an adolescent’s environmental identities and sense of place. Specifically, mobility means that 
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multiple places are continually updated into an adolescent’s sense of place through processes of 

internal negotiation. When forming a sense of place, mobile adolescents generally prefer 

locations with social diversity and believe that they benefit by having multiple places form who 

they are. 

Overall, the findings of this research challenge prior assumptions about mobile 

adolescents and their inability to develop a sense of place. It can be seen that mobility does 

impact an adolescent’s environmental identity by being inclusive of multiple locations but that 

adolescents are still able to form relationships with nature and have a sense of place and 

connection to their environments. 
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Chapter Five: Discussion 

Internationally mobile lifestyles have impacted adolescents who hold memories and 

experiences within diverse environments. This chapter highlights key findings and shows the 

ways in which they are meaningful for internationally mobile adolescents within the relevant 

contexts of relationships with nature, sense of place, environmental identities, and for Hong 

Kong as an area of study. My findings challenge the assumption that a sense of unrootedness 

limits an adolescent’s ability to form relationships with nature and shows that mobility does not 

negatively impact his or her connection to the natural world. As adolescents experience new 

places, they negotiate their unique sense of place and environmental identities in an ongoing 

process. This chapter summarizes and situated key findings within existing literature on 

relationships with nature, environmental identities, and sense of place. 

Mobile Adolescents and Relationships with Nature 

The body of research on sense of place and environmental identities reviewed in 

Chapter 2 introduced potential concern for the adolescents studied—would my findings indicate 

that these young people are unable to form relationships with nature because their lives are 

characterized by mobility? Would they not be able to find a sense of place required for the 

construction of environmental values and behaviours? The findings showed that international 

mobility does not inhibit the formation of an adolescent’s relationship with natural places. Using 

the Nisbet et al.’s. (2008) NRS—or Nature Relatedness Scale—no statistically significant 

difference was found between the scores for adolescents who had experienced zero, one, or two 

international relocations. In fact, adolescents in the most highly mobile grouping of three or more 

international relocations demonstrated a statistically higher relationship with nature. If 

international mobility does increase an adolescent’s appreciation for nature and recognition of 
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the interconnectedness and significance of natural systems, the question arises as to why this 

trend did not appear for the adolescents grouped by one or two international relocations. Why 

were the adolescents with three or more relocations the only group to show heightened 

relationships with nature? 

Mobility as a way to experience diversity. Findings suggest that an increased amount of 

international mobility may heighten individuals’ perceptions of the interconnection of our 

world—in both an ecological and social context. Experiencing the similarities and differences 

between different geographical locations can provide a chance for adolescents to see first hand 

the environmental issues and successes in all of the places they have experienced. Thomashow 

(2002) outlined, “Ecological transience offers a perceptual opportunity–a means to observe and 

internalize the diversity of peoples and landscapes” (p. 164). With the exception of philosophical 

musings like those of Thomashow (2002) above, I noticed a lack of research on the potential 

benefits of mobility as a way to experience environmental diversity and foster awareness and 

pro-environmental behaviours. If mobility can provide individuals with the diversity of 

experiences to conceptually view the world as a larger system, then this could positively impact 

an individual’s relationship with nature. To further this, living in places for short periods of time 

generated in some participants a desire to make the most of their time, and they chose to engage 

fully with the environments. Both the influence of diverse places and the relatively short periods 

of residence as a motivation to actively engage with a place are areas requiring further research. 

Replication of this study with more participants would provide further understanding on the 

consistency of this result. 

Influences on relationships with nature. The significance of family and education 

cannot be underestimated as influences in an adolescent’s formation of environmental identities. 
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Louv (2005) explained that attachment theory can be applied to environmentalism and asserted 

that the protection of nature depends on the quality of the child–nature relationship that forms at 

a young age (p. 156). The significance of experiencing nature in childhood as a precursor to a 

relationship with nature was consistent with the experiences described by the adolescents 

interviewed in this study. Many shared that they have early memories of being outside with 

family and that it seemed to be a preference, and perhaps a priority, for their parents to 

encourage outdoor activity. This suggests that family influences an adolescent’s relationship with 

nature. Student J shared her perception of her parents: “I don’t think my family is the kind of 

people who are disassociated from the environment that we live in. We are pretty eager to 

immerse ourselves in the places we live in.” Assuming that the parents are from a socio-

economic background that affords them the opportunity to pursue an international career, I 

suspect that the parents, willing to lead their families through lives of international mobility, 

have an interest in engaging with the places they live. If so, this affinity to explore and a desire to 

fully experience diverse places would likely be values and attitudes passed along to mobile 

children and adolescents. This is consistent with the writings of Louv (2005) who identified the 

significant role that parents play in introducing and normalizing experiences in nature for their 

children (pp. 170–175). The role of family in introducing mobile adolescents to experiences in 

nature was not an original focus of this research. This finding emerged from the interview 

process and deserves recognition as a potential reason as to why mobile adolescents are able to 

form equally as strong relationships with nature as their peers who have not experienced 

international mobility. 

During the interviews, participants also noted that their engagement with nature and local 

environments was different from that of their Hong Kong peers. They hinted that this may be 
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culturally influenced. The above inference about parental influence in valuing experiences with 

nature may also reflect the cultural or socio-economic preferences of certain social groups. For 

example, Student B compared European students to Hong Kong students: “I think that it 

[spending time in nature] is important for Hong Kong students especially; that they need to get 

out more.” My research findings are insufficient for drawing conclusions about the influence of 

parental culture or economic backgrounds on an adolescent’s relationship with nature. 

Regardless of the influence, I can conclude that my study alleviates the concern that international 

mobility may negatively impact an adolescent’s relationship with nature. As research has linked 

relationships with nature as a requirement to developing environmental values and behaviours 

(Kals & Ittner, 2003; Nisbet et al., 2008; Vaske & Kobrin, 2001), I can assume that 

internationally mobile adolescents have the same capacity to behave and think in an 

environmentally conscious way as their less mobile peers. 

Nature as a place of connection. Several of the adolescents in my study believed that 

nature had a positive influence in their lives by providing opportunities for connection to oneself, 

to family, and to the wider natural world. For my participants, nature functioned as a place of 

respite, a place to develop social attachment, and as a place to sense connection to the larger 

world. In terms of nature as a place for personal development and reprieve, this is consistent with 

research on the benefits of nature. The premise of Louv’s (2012) writings is that experiences in 

nature greatly benefit “our senses and intelligence” (p. 3), “physical, psychological and spiritual 

health” (p. 3), and “the bonds of family, friendship, and the multi-species community” (p. 3). 

Experiences in nature can be connected to social contexts, as outlined in the above discussion on 

the influence of family. The third categorization of connection—to the larger world—is one that 

is difficult to define. A few of the participants believed that nature provided a location to gain 
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perspective on the world and to feel an association with a somewhat spiritual element in the 

world. Nature was consistently viewed positively amongst the participants. Their perception of 

nature as a place to foster connections—to self, family, and the larger world—is a potential 

reason for why internationally mobile adolescents are motivated to develop their relationships 

with nature. 

Environmental Identities of Mobile Adolescents 

Identity formation is a complex process. Articulating aspects of identity based on 

experiences of mobility during adolescence is potentially a very difficult task. As adolescents 

mature into adulthood, they continually develop their sense of identity (Wires, 1988, pp. 66–67). 

Identities also evolve as new environments are experienced. One significant finding of my study 

is that environmental identities are formed through the same internal processes of reinterpretation 

as social and cultural identities. This means that environmental identities are constantly being 

updated. Even when an individual moves away from a specific place, that place may never 

actually leave them and becomes a component of their self-concept. 

My conclusion about environmental identities and mobility is new, yet it parallels the 

findings of others on social and cultural identities. Grimshaw and Sears (2008) found that 

diversity in social environments required mobile youth to “reinterpret and reassign meanings in 

accordance with their changing circumstances, or at least hold in mind a range of possible 

meanings associated with a particular cultural artifact or activity” (p. 264). Similarly, the 

adolescents in my study used a process of negotiation to re-evaluate the role of place in their 

identities and to mediate the significance of environments based on genuine attachment. As new 

environments are encountered, adolescents in my study were consciously or unconsciously 

reflecting on the extent to which a place is a part of who they are. Easthope (2009) stated, 
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“Hence, identities, once they are understood to be hybrid, are no longer fixed, bounded or 

discrete entities; they are necessarily dynamic and positional” (p. 68). For mobile adolescents, 

this dynamic nature of identity extends to their environmental self-concept. 

The findings in this study on perceptions of home and belonging were consistent with the 

existing literature on internationally mobile children and adolescents. Nette and Hayden (2007) 

identified, “Primary-age, globally mobile children studied do indeed have a sense of belonging. 

What they have difficulty with is identifying a specific place of belonging” (p. 442). They 

expanded on this: 

By identifying their country of birth, passport country and country(ies) they have lived in 

for a long time as indicators of belonging, because they are tangible indicators of where 

home is or where they come from, the children appear to have found a concrete solution 

to a somewhat abstract dilemma. (p. 443) 

The findings of Nette and Hayden (2007) and the findings of my study both show that 

identities are formed through a negotiation process and are updated as new places are 

experienced. The environmental identities of globally mobile youth are just as well developed as 

those of individuals who have resided in one place but are inclusive of a wider range of locations. 

Rethinking Sense of Place 

My findings suggest that adolescents incorporate a multitude of places into their identities 

and constantly update their self-concept as contexts change. This finding can be extended to an 

individual’s sense of place, which is also the result of an amalgamation of multiple geographical 

places. Does a sense of belonging need to be associated with a [singular] specific place, or can a 

sense of belonging conceptually incorporate multiple locations? I suggest that a reframing of the 

current understanding of sense of place is required to shift away from exclusively referring to a 

single location at a time, to an understanding that sense of place can incorporate multiple places. 
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Mobile adolescents’ identities are an amalgamation inclusive of multiple experiences and 

environments, and therefore, their understanding of places are tightly integrated. Through this 

integration, experiences in one place influence understandings of places experienced earlier and 

later in life. The implication of this is that building attachment to one place essentially helps 

build attachment to all places experienced in their lifetime. Places are not distinct components of 

self. For example, Student B explained the personal growth he experienced in nature by 

challenging himself to complete a 100 km trail run. This experience impacted how Student B 

understood himself in relation to natural environments in general and not just in Hong Kong. 

This experience will influence his future conceptualizations of what nature means for him 

personally, and since places are integrated, this experience also shapes how he perceives 

environments of his past. 

The integration of multiple places into identity becomes a powerful tool for building 

sense of place and connection to environments. Experiences become interwoven despite different 

geographical and chronological contexts. Relocation is not comparable to resetting an 

individual’s sense of place back to a blank slate of detachment. Instead, relocation requires a 

readjustment period in which negotiation processes incorporate the current environments into 

previous contexts. If authentic attachments begin to form between adolescents and their 

environments, then that place becomes amalgamated into their overall sense of place. The 

incorporation of multiple places into a sense of place is distinctly different than the construct of 

“placelessness” (Gruenewald & Smith, 2010, p. xvi). My research findings challenge this prior 

assumption that mobile adolescents lack of sense of place or have weak connections to place, and 

I argue that my participants have the ability to renegotiate their sense of place to incorporate 

experiences in multiple places. This merges together with my earlier findings about relationships 



Environmental Identities and Sense of Place 110 

 

with nature; my research shows that when mobile adolescents hold a sense of connection to 

multiple places, this does not undermine the ability for these adolescents to develop a connection 

with nature. Instead, a sense of connection with one place strengthens connection to all places. 

This point continues to justify the tenets of place-based education, and this will be discussed in 

Chapter 6. 

When the understanding of sense of place is expanded, this challenges the assumption 

that sense of place is only experienced as an immediate singular construct. In his discussion of 

place-based transience, Thomashow (2002) concluded: 

Yet I am not willing to let go of this place-based philosophy. Not only does it make good 

pedagogical sense but it speaks to the possibility of ecological fidelity, and lends me a 

sense of rootedness (however transient) in a world of ceaseless motion. (pp. 176–177) 

Here, I both agree and disagree with Thomashow (2002): I challenge the term “ecological 

fidelity” (p. 176) and argue that fostering an individual’s engagement and connection with one 

context essentially strengthens their connection to all of the places that are incorporated into his 

or her identity. If sense of place is inclusive of multiple places all at once, then I agree with 

Thomashow that it makes pedagogical sense to foster sense of place through place-based 

education. Sense of place becomes a more holistic concept of understanding oneself in relation to 

the multiple places that compose one’s identity. 

Massey (1994) is perhaps the first author to challenge the more singular and conventional 

understanding of sense of place and argued that the character of a place 

can only be constructed by linking that place to places beyond. A progressive sense of 

place would recognize that, without being threatened by it. What we need, it seems to me, 

is a global sense of the local, a global sense of place. (p. 156) 
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My research findings provided justification for the recognition of a progressive sense of 

place as the sense of place of mobile adolescents includes multiple places that are personally 

linked together. 

Massey’s (1994) call for a broader sense of place has been echoed by Heise (2008). After 

her critique of the limitations of the sense of place concept in a globalized world, Heise (2008) 

identified the need to find ways to understand narratives that reveal a “new kind of eco-

cosmopolitan environmentalism that might be able to effectively engage with steadily increasing 

patterns of global connectivity” (p. 210). Although I am not in favour of continuing to develop 

ambiguous terms such as eco-cosmopolitan for internationally mobile individuals, I agree with 

the sentiment of her conclusion: the need to include a multiplicity of places into one’s sense of 

self is becoming increasingly common. This justifies the need to update assumptions about sense 

of place and to recognize that immediate contexts are intrinsically linked to those places of an 

individual’s past and future. 

Hong Kong as a Site of Study 

The findings of this study also prompt me to reflect on the use of Hong Kong as a 

location for this research. The expatriate community in Hong Kong is a privileged one, and the 

adolescents in this study are from families of high economic status. Although this is often true of 

many internationally mobile adolescents living around the world, this is also the experience of 

many local adolescents who would identify with being “from” Hong Kong. Social status and 

financial resources provide these students with impressive opportunities, including an education 

at an international school. The extent to which these adolescents are aware of their privilege and 

how it might this shape their sense of responsibility, both socially and environmentally, could be 

an area of further research. 



Environmental Identities and Sense of Place 112 

 

The branding of Hong Kong as Asia’s World City is indicative of the sense of 

internationalism that Hong Kong hopes to portray. Hong Kong, however, is at an intersection of 

aligning political identities that reveals the divergent visions that many Hong Kongers (people 

from Hong Kong) and government leaders in China hold for Hong Kong’s future. Now, 18 years 

after the British handover of Hong Kong to China, underlying discord between divergent visions 

for Hong Kong’s future as a Special Administrative Region of the People’s Republic of China 

became evident in this past year’s Occupy Central movement, otherwise known as the umbrella 

revolution. This heightened ideological conflict may have had some influence on the responses 

of the adolescents in terms of their place identification with Hong Kong. The attention to 

political ideologies in Hong Kong could have influenced the attachment that some individuals 

have to Hong Kong, either positively or negatively. Hong Kong will certainly be a dynamic 

place for further studies on identity in the years to come. 

In comparison to their local counterparts, internationally mobile students perceived that 

they are more willing to participate in activities in nature and seemed somewhat critical of their 

peers who do not opt to connect with natural environments. A potential reason is family 

background and a lack of interest or engagement with the environment is perhaps the result of a 

cultural influence. Experiencing nature is not seen as a necessary aspect of a vibrant life for some 

Hong Kong Chinese families. In her social critique of Hong Kong, author Janet Ng (2009) 

outlines that Hong Kong’s culture and city-wide identity is deeply influenced by capitalism, 

particularly as this is a characteristic that distinguishes Hong Kong from China and also 

enhances Hong Kong’s relevance within Asia and the wider world. Capitalism is linked to 

nationalism, and Ng suggested that a collective social understanding of Hong Kong’s identity is 

perhaps the initial reason why people support a highly consumerist culture and recreationally 

participate by shopping (pp. 1–6). Although this particular topic is well outside the scope of my 

study, it offers a preliminary explanation of a perceived cultural preference hinted at by my 

interview participants. The extreme environmental impacts of consumerist systems further 
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separate natural systems from society in Hong Kong; or what Ng (2009) referred to as paradigm 

city. 

The social, cultural, and environmental contexts in Hong Kong make it a unique site for 

study. The large and varied participant pool for my research was useful, and I recommend that 

this study be replicated in other contexts with internationally mobile youth to look for reliability. 

Details on the suggested areas of further study can be found in Chapter 6. 

Summary of Knowledge Contribution 

This study adds to the research on internationally mobile adolescents, sense of place, and 

environmental identities by bringing these research areas together. Findings show that mobility 

does not hinder the development of an adolescent’s relationship with nature and that there is no 

correlation between an individual’s depth of identification to a place and his or her ability to feel 

bonded with the natural environment. This challenges the assumption within environmental 

education that identification with a specific context is required in order for a relationship with the 

natural world to form. For sense of place research, my findings support the call for an inclusive 

understanding of sense of place that incorporates a multiplicity of environments and recognizes 

that when individuals develop their sense of place within a local context, this can transfer with 

them as they experience relocation. In terms of environmental identity formation, ongoing 

negotiation processes are required to reflect changing contexts and other potentially obligatory 

affiliations. This research finding is congruent with studies that examine the social and cultural 

identities of internationally mobile youth. For research on internationally mobile adolescents, 

this study showed that experiencing multiple relocations does not negatively impact an 

adolescent’s ability to form relationships with nature or form a unique and inclusive sense of 

place. 
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Chapter Six: Applications, Recommendations, and Conclusions 

This final chapter shows how this research can “come alive” to make a positive impact 

and discusses how the findings of this study can be applied to the areas of international and 

environmental education. An evaluation of the limitations of this study and methodological 

approach is followed by recommendations for areas of future research. This is followed by a 

personal reflection on research process and findings. 

Recommendations for International and Environmental Education 

The findings of this study have several applications to refine international and 

environmental education practices, particularly related to place-based learning, identity 

assumptions, and education about environments. 

Scaffolding of place-based learning. As outlined in Chapter 2, place-based pedagogy 

has traditionally focussed on building engagement with the student’s immediate context: “Place-

based or place-conscious education introduces children and youth to the skills and dispositions 

needed to regenerate and sustain communities” (Gruenewald & Smith, 2010, p. xvi). With an 

expanded view of what sense of place means for internationally mobile children and youth, 

consideration should be given to scaffold opportunities for reflection before and after activities 

that involve engagement in local environments and communities. Through intentionally planned 

opportunities for introspection, all students can to begin to integrate their experiences into their 

sense of place. This integration process could be enhanced by prompting students to think about 

how a particular social or environmental issue or project relates to activities they have previously 

done or opportunities they have had in other contexts. After many place-based learning 

experiences, reflection can solidify personal learning and allow students to form meaning from 
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the activities. In addition to thinking about the implications of their engagement at the local level, 

students should be prompted to consider the significance on a global scale too. 

The Gruenewald and Smith (2010) collection of current literature on place-based learning 

supports a framework for education that effectively makes use of local learning opportunities and 

inspires students to apply their learning and take action within their communities. Educators who 

work with internationally mobile adolescents need to make a conscious effort to thoughtfully 

prompt reflection on how local learning connects to larger issues that span multiple places. If this 

is done well, then place-based education can be used to support the development of 

environmental identities and sense of place in a way that students’ experiences will be carried 

with them along their mobile journeys. 

Assumptions of identity. For international educators, the findings of this research can act 

as a reminder of the complex personal nature of identities and sense of place. Identities are not 

static and evolve over time through negotiation. An adolescent’s nationality or assumed ethnicity 

may or may not be incorporated into his or her identity, so it is best not to assume an 

adolescent’s identity based on these external indicators. Instead, children and adolescents should 

be able to self-identify their places of association. 

Internationally mobile adolescents found the term global citizenship to be a confusing 

label, and without a common understanding of this term, adolescents felt various levels of 

association. Although the foundation of global citizenship education has similar goals as place-

based education, being a global citizen requires identification with the term and its ambiguous 

implications. In general, findings showed that adolescents did believe that intercultural 

understanding was a beneficial outcome of their mobility. Therefore, I sense that the goals of 

global citizenship education are not controversial to many mobile adolescents but that for some, 
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the label introduces a sense of pressure to be a global citizen and this does not resonate well with 

all adolescents. For this reason, I recommend that international schools or educational bodies 

such as the International Baccalaureate articulate a clear definition of global citizenship or focus 

on describing the attitudes and skills that global citizens aim to embody without the use of the 

label global citizen. In the Roberts (2009) overview of global citizenship education for the 

International Baccalaureate, a coherent definition is absent. Mobile adolescents had a difficult 

time integrating global citizenship into their personal identities without a clear understanding. 

The process of defining global citizenship for an educational community should incorporate 

discussions that include the perspectives of adolescents with a range of backgrounds. 

Engagement of youth in the development of a school’s understanding of global citizenship 

education gives the adolescents the opportunity to communicate their concerns and clarify their 

understandings. The struggle for internationally mobile adolescents might be that, although they 

agree with the importance of the goals of global citizenship, they are divided on whether they 

want to adopt the term as part of their identity. Mobile adolescents are in a unique position 

because they have experienced multiple environments and cultures and they therefore manage a 

complex internal process of identity negotiation. By removing the pressure for adolescents to 

have to “be” a global citizen, I suggest there might be more adolescent support for the goals of 

education for global citizenship. 

Environmental education. The adolescents in this study indicated their strong 

preferences for places of social and environmental diversity. Ecological diversity should be 

highlighted through environmental education to help build interest in mobile adolescents. When 

students are learning about a local environment, aspects that make it unique should be 

highlighted along with aspects that make it similar to other ecosystems or biomes. For example, 
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by learning about endemic and potentially endangered plant or animal species in an area, mobile 

adolescent may be drawn to remembering this ecological information as an aspect that makes 

that ecosystem and place unique. When similarities between ecosystems are discussed, mobile 

adolescents can draw on their earlier experiences in other places to help build connections 

between environments. A focus on diversity as a whole, by educating adolescents on the strength 

of ecological diversity as a way to build environmental resilience, may resonate with mobile 

adolescents. The affinity that mobile adolescents tend to feel with places of variety and social 

diversity can be translated into the principles of ecosystem diversity and interdependence. 

Finally, I suggest that the discussion be carefully framed when teaching internationally 

mobile adolescents about ecologically invasive species. Invasive species are plants or animals 

that arrive to a non-native location and have a tendency to overtake and harm the local 

ecosystems and lower biodiversity. The messages of invasive species can be laden with values 

similar to that of colonialism, which may potentially alienate mobile adolescents if they 

internalize the negative connotations of being a foreign individual. I propose that any potential 

alienation would limit the formation of an environmental identity that is inclusive of that 

particular place. Further research in this area may confirm or refute this suggestion. 

Study Assumptions and Limitations 

The categorization of students in my study—particularly for the survey component—was 

challenging because of the students’ diversity. The locations that students have grown up in prior 

to arriving in Hong Kong are highly variable. Adolescents came from families of different 

national, cultural, and ethnic backgrounds that have made unique decisions about where to reside. 

The diversity in life experiences and in family backgrounds introduces a number of 

uncontrollable variables. Even a seemingly simple characteristic, such as quantifying the number 
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of international relocations, was not always straightforward for internationally mobile youth. For 

example, some students may have left and returned to Hong Kong or other countries on multiple 

occasions. For this study, the number of international relocations was used as a way to assess an 

adolescent’s level of mobility and to address the first research question about adolescent 

relationships with nature. Complications arise here as international transitions made when the 

child was very young and before they have significant memories of a certain context means that 

those moves are less likely to play an important role as compared to transitions experienced later 

in life during adolescence. 

The above assumptions in the categorization of mobile adolescents could potentially blur 

the distinctions and comparisons made in Research Questions 1 and 2, which intended to 

compare internationally mobile youth with adolescents who had grown up only residing in Hong 

Kong in terms of place attachment to Hong Kong and the relationships formed with nature 

(nonlocation specific). Categorization of mobile youth is useful as a way to discern differences; 

however, these limitations are taken into consideration when drawing conclusions about 

participant groups. I recognize that I am making generalizations in order to group students by 

deciding that local students are those who have been born in Hong Kong and have resided in 

Hong Kong for the entirety their lives. These local students may or may not be ethnically 

Chinese and may or may not hold passports, citizenship or attachment to other countries. 

To understand the internationally mobile adolescent’s sense of place and environmental 

identities, the third research question moved beyond a comparison and focussed on those 

students who had lived in at least two other countries before living in Hong Kong. A highly 

variable aspect of international mobility is that the adolescents also identified with places that 

they have never resided. For example, some adolescents may feel strongly connected to a 
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location because it is a “passport country,” a place of ethnicity, an extended family home, or 

even a holiday location that might be visited on a regular basis, such as during the summer 

vacation. In the end, however, the qualitative interview component of this research looked for 

emerging themes about experiences with nature and attachments to place, and these perceived 

limitations actually provided breadth to the findings. 

Another limitation to this study was the manner in which students were recruited to 

participate. In some schools, instructional time was provided so that the survey was completed 

by a high percentage of students whereas other schools relied on participant self-selection. In 

these situations, students who were interested in the topics of nature or connection to Hong Kong 

may have been more drawn to complete the survey and/or volunteer to participate in the 

interview component. Participant self-selection may have skewed my research findings to focus 

on adolescents who have proclivities towards environmentalism and an interest in speaking about 

their experiences with mobility. 

The decision to use a mixed methods approach this study was initially made to address 

the three research questions. The use of the quantitative survey component was used to discern if 

there were noticeable differences between internationally mobile adolescents and their more 

local peers in regards to their relationship with nature and attachment to Hong Kong. The 

qualitative interviews were used to address the main question of how mobility impacts 

adolescent environmental identities and sense of place. Upon reflection, I can conclude that the 

most intriguing and dimensional research findings in this study resulted from the semi-structured 

interviews as opposed to the use of the Nature Relatedness Scale and Place Attachment Scale. 

Participant narratives and experiences shared through the interview situations revealed the true 

complexity of the human-nature relationship in a way that the quantitative component could not.  
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As a researcher, I have come to recognize my prior bias towards mixed methods and an 

earlier misconception that mixed-method research can be used to study ‘reality’ in multiple ways. 

Now, I understand the use of these research tools differently and recognize the fallacy of the 

positivist approach of trying to examine the ‘reality’ of my adolescent participant’s experiences. 

I can also more fully evaluate the limitations of my research approach. The use of the surveys 

was somewhat useful in showing that student mobility did not seem to significantly affect 

student responses to the Nature Relatedness Scale questions, but this is completely reliant on the 

assumption that both scales used in this study did indeed ‘measure’ what they were intended to 

assess. This itself is a notable assumption upon which rests the first section of my study findings 

outlined in Chapters 3 and 4. Similarly with the qualitative interviews, I had previously made the 

assumption that the questions I developed for the semi-structured interview guide were fairly 

‘objective’. This is also naïve as my own subjectivities likely influenced the development, 

sequencing and interpretation of the questions asked of my research participants in subtle ways. I 

concede that these methodological oversights limit the formation of conclusive findings. 

However, for concepts as complex as identity formation and the evolving nature of human 

attachments, perhaps determining conclusive findings that authentically encapsulate lived 

experiences is not possible. Ultimately, this study was an ‘exploration’ into the lives of mobile 

youth that has certainly revealed curious ideas that prompt the development of many further 

questions. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Several possibilities on how this study could be expanded exist as ways to gain further 

understanding of how mobility impacts an adolescent’s environmental identity and sense of place. 

To begin, I recommend the replication of this study in several other countries that have a 
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relatively large and accessible number of students who attend international schools and have 

varying levels of international mobility. Another option would be to replicate this study with 

internationally mobile adolescents who do not attend international schools to discern if pedagogy 

or mobility is of greater influence. Duplication of this study would also expand on 

understandings of place attachment in different contexts to see if the trends found in the 

quantitative survey are reproducible. For example, several of the adolescents in this study 

identified the factors of transportation, personal safety, and limited language barriers as reasons 

that make Hong Kong an easy place for building familiarity and eventual attachment. These 

accessibility factors are likely not consistent from place to place, so expanding the study to 

international locations that do have perceived barriers would further the understanding of place 

identification and nature bonding processes. 

To take this study further, I also recommend that the research not only be expanded 

geographically but also be extended longitudinally over time, particularly before and after an 

adolescent experiences a period of international relocation. Within the midst of a transition, an 

understanding of how places are initially negotiated and incorporated into an adolescent’s sense 

of place and environmental identity would be valuable. A study on youth as they experience an 

international move would likely provide insights into how to assist internationally mobile 

adolescents build initial connections with a new environment. 

The purpose of exploring the formation of environmental identities and sense of place in 

internationally mobile adolescents is to understand the foundation for individuals to develop 

environmental values and behaviours. Further studies could expand on the finding that 

international mobility does not limit the formation of relationships with nature and study if and 

how internationally mobile adolescents actually put environmental values and behaviours into 
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practice in their everyday lives. I noticed that, anecdotally, a number of the adolescents in this 

study participated regularly in environmental activities, primarily through extracurricular 

activities at school. A full study could examine how and why these adolescents are choosing, if 

at all, to engage in environmental action. This would extend this study to one that examines the 

related behaviours associated with established relationships with nature and environments. 

Moving beyond adolescents, a study could be conducted to see if young adults who have 

previously experienced a mobile childhood and/or adolescence are choosing internationally 

focussed or environmentally related tertiary educational programs, careers, or social activities. 

Zavestoski (2003) observed that environmental identities do “inform decisions about work and 

about religious and social group affiliations” (p. 309). 

Just as adolescents in international schools are forming identities based on their sense of 

place, so too are migrant and refugee adolescents who have relocated and are learning to 

negotiate their identities in a brand new context. Although practically speaking, the experience 

sounds similar to those of international schools students, the demographics and lived experiences 

are likely very different. The status and terminology of expatriate—versus immigrant—are 

loaded with inherent understandings of privilege connected with “social class, country of origin 

and economic status” (DeWolf, 2014). Perhaps, though, this research can be applied to studies 

that look at immigrant and refugee populations to promote healthy acculturation processes of 

children and youth within new contexts. Research in this area is already looking at how migrant 

populations experience translocalities through a sense of place lens (Gielis, 2009). In a time of 

increasing globalization, many people will experience relocation in their lifetimes and experience 

the evolution of their personal environmental identities. 
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Personal Conclusions 

Conducting this research was extremely rewarding both personally and professionally. As 

an educator, I will adjust my teaching practices to reflect the recommendations made in the 

above section. The interview component proved to be the most enjoyable part of the process, and 

I concluded almost every interview with a renewed sense of optimism about our future. With 

insightful and introspective adolescents approaching adulthood, I predict that they will make 

positive changes to the world, both environmentally and socially. 

Earlier, I outlined that one of my professional goals as an international educator is to help 

my students develop a sense of agency to positively interact with and build connections to their 

communities and environments. My deepened understanding of the environmental identities of 

the mobile students makes me confident that their own personal experiences with mobility will 

continually shape their sense of place and relationships with nature. This research has 

reinvigorated my passion for my chosen career. 

Conclusion 

The findings of this study revealed that places are incorporated and maintained within the 

environmental identities and sense of place of internationally mobile adolescents. Environments 

become places of identification through continuous negotiation, and the concept of sense of place 

can be expanded to include a multitude of contexts and not only the immediate local 

surroundings. Overall, mobility was not found to negatively impact an adolescent’s relationship 

with nature or ability to bond with nature and results revealed that mobility may even increase 

the adolescent’s sense of connection to the natural world. For the environmental and 

international education research communities, this study merges these fields and provides some 
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knowledge on the application of sense of place for the increasing number of children and 

adolescents growing up internationally. 
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Appendix A: Components of Sense of Place 

 

 

Source. Reprinted with permissions from “Sense of Place in Environmental Education,” by A. 
Kudryavtsev, R. C. Stedman, & M. E. Krasny, 2012, Environmental Education Research, 18(2), pp. 229–
250, doi:10.1080/13504622.2011.609615. Copyright 2012 by the Taylor & Francis Group of Routledge. 
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Appendix B: Meanings of Place Spontaneously Attributed by the Respondents 

 

Source. Reprinted with permissions from “Meanings of Place: Everyday Experience and Theoretical 
Conceptualizations,” by P. E. R. Gustafson, 2001, Journal of Environmental Psychology, 21(1), pp. 5–16, 
doi:10.1006/jevp.2000.0185. Copyright 2001 by Elsevier. 
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Appendix C: Operational Definitions of the Four Proposed Dimensions of Place 

Attachment 

 

Source. Reprinted with permissions from “The Measurement of Place Attachment: Personal, Community, 
and Environmental Connections,” by C. M. Raymond, G. Brown, and D. Weber, 2010, Journal of 
Environmental Psychology, 30(4), pp. 422–434, doi:10.1016/j.jenvp.2010.08.002. Copy 2010 by Elsevier. 
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Appendix D: The Third Culture Model 

Source. “Third Culture Kids: Growing Up Among Worlds (Rev. ed.),” by D. C. Pollock and R. E. Van 
Reken, 2009, London, England: Nicholas Brealey. Copyright 2009 by Nicholas Brealey. 

Material has been removed because of copyright restrictions 
 

 
Image shows a three circle “Third Culture Model” in which the three aspects of the Third 
Culture Model are represented. The “first culture” represented by a circle on the left is the 
home culture and the “second culture” represented by a circle on the right is the host 
culture. In the middle, a third circle represents the interstitial or “third culture” which 
represents the shared commonalities of those individuals living an internationally mobile 
lifestyle. 
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Appendix E: Quantitative Data Collection - Survey  

Digital	  version	  can	  be	  found	  here:	  
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1UMk1UL2Aqt0jrTxkdd1mnsCpJEqmij3PNqDIjvf0UW4/viewform?usp
=send_form	  

You	  are	  invited	  to	  participate	  in	  this	  research	  project	  which	  is	  looking	  at	  international	  school	  students	  
currently	  studying	  in	  grades	  10-‐12	  and	  their	  connection	  to	  Hong	  Kong!	  

Your	  school	  was	  selected	  because	  of	  the	  diversity	  of	  students.	  Participation	  is	  voluntary	  and	  requires	  
completion	  of	  this	  survey	  (expected	  to	  take	  a	  maximum	  of	  10	  minutes).	  Choosing	  to	  participate	  will	  have	  
no	  effect	  on	  your	  grades	  and	  there	  will	  be	  no	  other	  negative	  consequences.	  This	  research	  is	  part	  of	  a	  
thesis	  project	  for	  partial	  fulfillment	  of	  the	  Environmental	  Education	  and	  Communication	  Masters	  Degree	  
Program	  at	  Royal	  Roads	  University	  in	  Victoria,	  BC,	  Canada.	  The	  research	  data	  will	  not	  be	  used	  for	  any	  
other	  purposes	  beyond	  the	  thesis	  project.	  

Survey	  responses	  will	  be	  recorded	  anonymously	  online.	  A	  pseudonym	  for	  the	  school	  will	  be	  used	  to	  
protect	  school	  and	  student	  identification.	  Once	  submitted,	  student	  responses	  cannot	  be	  retracted	  and	  
will	  be	  retained	  for	  a	  brief	  period	  of	  time	  for	  data	  analysis.	  If	  you	  choose	  to	  not	  complete	  the	  survey,	  no	  
data	  will	  be	  saved.	  If	  you	  would	  like	  to	  view	  the	  final	  thesis	  report	  or	  have	  any	  questions	  regarding	  the	  
project	  and	  its	  outcomes,	  please	  contact	  me	  using	  the	  information	  below.	  

Thank	  you!	  
Ms.	  Sarah	  Urquhart	  
(email	  contact	  removed)	  

Page	  1:	  Demographics	  

1.	  Which	  International	  School	  do	  you	  currently	  attend?	  
• School	  A	  
• School	  B	  
• School	  C	  
• School	  D	  
• School	  E	  

2.	  What	  is	  your	  current	  age?	  
• 14	  years	  old	  
• 15	  years	  old	  
• 16	  years	  old	  
• 17	  years	  old	  
• 18	  years	  old	  

3.	  What	  is	  your	  gender?	  
• Male	  
• Female	  
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4.	  How	  many	  years	  have	  you	  lived	  in	  Hong	  Kong?	  

	  	  	  	  (Please	  round	  to	  the	  nearest	  whole	  number)	  

	  
5.	  How	  many	  times	  have	  you	  moved	  internationally?	  

• None	  –	  I	  have	  always	  lived	  in	  Hong	  Kong	  
• 1	  international	  move	  (I	  have	  lived	  in	  one	  other	  country/place	  in	  addition	  to	  HK)	  
• 2	  international	  moves	  (I	  have	  lived	  in	  two	  other	  countries/places	  in	  addition	  to	  HK)	  
• 3+	  international	  moves	  (I	  have	  lived	  in	  three	  or	  more	  other	  countries/places	  in	  addition	  to	  HK)	  

6.	  To	  which	  country	  or	  countries	  do	  you	  have	  citizenship?	  
	  	  	  	  (List	  all,	  including	  Hong	  Kong	  if	  applicable)	  

Page	  2:	  Relationship	  with	  Nature	  

For	  each	  of	  the	  following,	  please	  rat	  the	  extent	  to	  which	  you	  agree	  with	  each	  statement,	  using	  the	  scale	  
from	  1	  to	  5	  as	  shown.	  Please	  respond	  as	  you	  really	  feel,	  rather	  than	  how	  you	  think	  “most	  people”	  feel.	  

1.	  I	  enjoy	  being	  outdoors,	  even	  in	  unpleasant	  weather.	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

2.	  Some	  species	  are	  just	  meant	  to	  die	  out	  or	  become	  extinct.*	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

3.	  Humans	  have	  the	  right	  to	  use	  natural	  resources	  any	  way	  we	  want.*	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

4.	  My	  ideal	  vacation	  spot	  would	  be	  a	  remote,	  wilderness	  area.	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  
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5.	  I	  always	  think	  about	  how	  my	  actions	  affect	  the	  environment.	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

6.	  I	  enjoy	  digging	  in	  the	  earth	  and	  getting	  dirt	  on	  my	  hands.	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

7.	  My	  connection	  to	  nature	  and	  the	  environment	  is	  part	  of	  my	  spirituality.	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

8.	  I	  am	  very	  aware	  of	  environmental	  issues.	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

9.	  I	  take	  notice	  of	  wildlife	  wherever	  I	  am.	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

10.	  I	  don’t	  often	  go	  out	  into	  nature.*	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

11.	  Nothing	  I	  do	  will	  change	  problems	  in	  other	  places	  on	  the	  planet.*	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
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• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

	  

12.	  I	  am	  not	  separate	  from	  nature,	  but	  a	  part	  of	  nature	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

13.	  The	  thought	  of	  being	  deep	  in	  the	  forest,	  away	  from	  civilization,	  is	  frightening.*	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

14.	  My	  feelings	  about	  nature	  do	  not	  affect	  how	  I	  live	  my	  life.*	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

15.	  Animals,	  birds	  and	  plants	  should	  have	  fewer	  rights	  than	  humans.*	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

16.	  Even	  in	  the	  middle	  of	  the	  city,	  I	  notice	  nature	  around	  me.	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

17.	  My	  relationship	  with	  nature	  is	  an	  important	  part	  of	  who	  I	  am.	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  
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18.	  Conservation	  is	  unnecessary	  because	  nature	  is	  strong	  enough	  to	  recover	  from	  any	  human	  impact.*	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

19.	  The	  state	  of	  non-‐human	  species	  is	  an	  indicator	  for	  the	  future	  of	  humans.	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

20.	  I	  think	  a	  lot	  about	  the	  suffering	  of	  animals.	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

21.	  I	  feel	  very	  connected	  to	  all	  living	  things	  on	  the	  earth.	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

*These	  questions	  are	  reversed	  scored	  

Page	  3:	  Hong	  Kong	  

The	  following	  questions	  require	  you	  to	  consider	  how	  you	  feel	  about	  Hong	  Kong.	  Please	  respond	  to	  the	  
statements	  honestly	  and	  with	  your	  first	  instincts.	  

1.	  Hong	  Kong	  means	  a	  lot	  to	  me.	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

2.	  I	  am	  very	  attached	  to	  Hong	  Kong.	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
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• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

3.	  Hong	  Kong	  is	  very	  special	  to	  me.	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

4.	  I	  feel	  that	  Hong	  Kong	  is	  part	  of	  me.	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

5.	  When	  I	  spend	  time	  in	  the	  natural	  environment	  in	  Hong	  Kong,	  I	  feel	  a	  deep	  connection	  to	  the	  natural	  
environment.	  

• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

6.	  I	  would	  feel	  less	  attached	  to	  Hong	  Kong	  if	  the	  nature	  plants	  and	  animals	  that	  live	  here	  disappeared.	  	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

7.	  I	  learn	  a	  lot	  about	  myself	  when	  spending	  time	  in	  the	  natural	  environment	  in	  Hong	  Kong.	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  

8.	  I	  am	  very	  attached	  to	  the	  natural	  environment	  in	  Hong	  Kong.	  
• Strongly	  disagree	  
• Disagree	  
• Neither	  Agree	  or	  Disagree	  
• Agree	  
• Strongly	  Agree	  
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Page	  4:	  Confirmation	  

I	  recognize	  that	  by	  submitting	  my	  survey	  response,	  I	  am	  giving	  my	  consent	  for	  it	  to	  be	  used	  for	  the	  
research	  previously	  outlined.	  

• Yes	  

I	  am	  looking	  to	  speak	  with	  international	  school	  students	  about	  their	  connection	  to	  Hong	  Kong	  and	  
nature,	  particularly	  those	  who	  have	  lived	  in	  at	  least	  two	  other	  places	  in	  addition	  to	  Hong	  Kong.	  If	  this	  
applies	  to	  you	  and	  you	  are	  interested	  in	  being	  interviews,	  please	  click	  on	  the	  link	  after	  submitting	  this	  
survey	  to	  provide	  your	  name	  and	  contact	  information.	  

Thank	  you	  very	  much	  for	  completing	  the	  survey!	  
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Appendix F: Nature Relatedness Scale 

 

All statements are scored from 1-5 (strongly disagree to strongly agree) and a total from all 21 
statements is generated. Statements #2, 3, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15, and 18 are reverse scored. 
 
Source: Reprinted with permissions from E. K. Nisbet, personal communication, February 4, 2015. 



Environmental Identities and Sense of Place 146 

 

Appendix G: Place Attachment Scale as Applied to the Adelaide and Mount Lofty Ranges 

 

Source. Adapted with permissions from “The Measurement of Place Attachment: Personal, Community, 
and Environmental Connections,” by C. M. Raymond, G. Brown, and D. Weber, 2010, Journal of 
Environmental Psychology, 30(4), pp. 422–434, doi:10.1016/j.jenvp.2010.08.002. Copy 2010 by Elsevier. 
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Appendix H: Connectedness to Nature Scale 

 

Source: Reprinted with permissions from “The connectedness to nature scale: A measure of individuals’ 
feeling in community with nature,” by F. S. Mayer and C. M. Frantz, 2004, Journal of Environmental 
Psychology, 24(4), pp. 503–515, doi:10.1016/j.jenvp.2004.10.001. Copyright 2004 by Elsevier. 
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Appendix I: Correspondence with Nature Relatedness Scale Authors 

 

Source: Email responses removed because of copyright restrictions. 
 
Nature Relatedness Scale reprinted with permissions from “The connectedness to nature scale: A measure 
of individuals’ feeling in community with nature,” by E.K. Nisbet, J.M. Zelenski and S.A. Murphy, 2009, 
Environment and Behaviour, 41(5), pp. 715–740, doi:10.1177/0013916508318748. Copyright 2009 by 
Sage. 
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Appendix J: Excerpt of Correspondence with Place Attachment Scale Author  

 

 

Source: Reprinted with permissions from C. Raymond (April, 2016). 
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Appendix K: Qualitative Interview Guide 

• Can you please outline your personal life history? [If needed, prompt to include parent background, 

nationality/nationalities, place of birth, locations of residence throughout life (length of time and 

ages)] 

• Can you reflect on your most recent experience of relocation from _______ to Hong Kong?  

What was that like for you?  

• Are there places in the world that are special to you? Can you describe that place? What makes that 

place important?  

• What does ‘home’ mean to you? (brought up if/when they talk about ‘home’) 

• How connected do you feel to Hong Kong? (and other places mentioned) 

• What are the main similarities and differences between the places that you have lived? 

• How would you define ‘nature’? Based on that definition, please tell me about your experiences 

with ‘nature’. How did these experiences make you feel? 

• If care for or engagement in nature is expressed by participant, then ask: Where do you think your 

interest in ______ comes from? 

• Please tell me about your experiences with nature in Hong Kong. How did these experiences make 

you feel? (only if HK specific was not previously mentioned) 

• When you move to a new place, how to you start to connect with your new surroundings? 

• How do you think growing up in a variety of places has shaped who you are? 

• How do you feel about having lived a highly-mobile life?  

• Where do you think you will live in the future? Why? 

• If you could give advice to someone moving to a new country for the first time, what would you say? 
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Appendix L: Qualitative Interview Analysis - Themes 

• Expression of deep care: overall interest in environmental issues and an appreciation of natural 

environments  

• Time increases intimacy: length of time living a place and a perceived increase in the strength to 

which someone feels like a place is part of their identity  

• Experiences with nature: common experiences in nature as a child – influence of parents/family 

• Multiple ‘homes’ in identity: identity as an amalgamation of all places into sense of self 

• Different from ‘local HK kids’: International students perceive different priorities about being 

outdoors and attitudes towards nature between themselves and ‘Hong Kong teenagers’  

• Definitions of nature: falls into a typical response about places without human interaction, 

although a few good insights about the myth of ‘nature/wild’ and the power of nature to connect 

• Nature is positive: Nature as a place associated with calm, quiet, connection, escapism from urban 

stresses and personal challenge 

• Exploring and observing: processes noted as key actions to understand a context (physical, social 

and cultural) 

• HK’s ease of accessibility: Hong Kong is an easily accessible place due to language, transportation 

and safety and is relatively easy to feel connected to (often compared to prior contexts) 

• Preference for diversity: Generally feel more connected to contexts that include social diversity 

like multiculturalism and pluralism of thought 

• Appreciation: Feel appreciative and observant of environments because they need to ‘live in the 

moment’ and appreciate a place as it will not remain constant 

• Experiences of environmental context: Feel aware of environments because of the diverse places 

of ecology experienced in their lifetimes, and to a lesser extent, approaches to environmental issues 
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• Positivity towards change, negativity towards stagnation: General positivity towards and an 

appreciation of a life of mobility and travelling - a dislike of being/feeling ‘static’ in a place with too 

much homogeneity 

• Flexibility/Adaptability: Feel like they have a strong ability to adapt to new contexts and this will 

benefit them in the future 

• Obligatory affiliations: Sometimes obligatory affiliation to include a place as part of identity, often 

because of nationality, extended family, ethnicity 

• Family connection amongst special places: Most special places tend to be those returned to often 

with immediate family for connection relaxation - ex. family summer home - feeling of ‘hygge’ 

(cozy/intimate) 

• Controversy of Global Citizenship: Varied reactions to and levels of identification with the term 

‘global citizen’ - some found it operationally problematic, others found it useful and identified as a 

global citizen 
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Appendix M: Countries of Citizenship of Survey 

and Interview Participants 

 

Countries of Citizenship No. of Participants 

Hong Kong (Special Administrative Region) 132 
Canada 46 
The United States of America 29 
The United Kingdom 27 
Australia 16 
China, India, The Philippines 6 participants each 
France 5 
Malaysia 4 
Denmark, Japan, Norway, Singapore, South Korea, Sweden, The 
Netherlands 3 participants each 

Belgium, Colombia, Israel, Macau (Special Administrative Region), 
New Zealand, Portugal, South Africa, The Bahamas  2 participants each 

Argentina, Bangladesh, Cameroon, Chile, Ecuador, Germany, 
Greece, Italy, Jamaica, Kazakhstan, Lebanon, Maldives, Morocco, 
Namibia, Republic of Moldova, Romania, Sierra Leone, Slovakia, 
Spain, Switzerland, Taiwan, Turkey, Zambia, Zimbabwe 

1 participant each 
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Appendix N: World Map of Countries of Citizenship of Survey and Interview Participants 

(49 countries) 

 

Source. Reprinted from “Countries visited,” by Traveltip.org, 2015, retrieved from 
http://traveltip.org/countries_visited.php 
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Appendix O: Countries of Residence Experienced by Interview Participants 

 Countries of Residence No. of Respondents 

Singapore 5 
United Arab Emirates and United Kingdom 3 each 
Australia, China, Colombia Denmark, United States, Venezuela 2 each 
Bahamas, Bangladesh, Canada, Chile, Ecuador, Hungary, Jordan, 
Malaysia, Norway, Qatar, Vietnam 1 each 
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Appendix P: World Map of Countries of Residence Experienced by Interview Participants 

(20 Countries). 

 

Source. Reprinted from “Countries visited,” by Traveltip.org, 2015, retrieved from 
http://traveltip.org/countries_visited.php 


