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Born in Lima, Peru, Adult Third Culture 
Kid (ATCK) Allison Barnes grew up as the 
daughter of a U.S. Diplomat, living mostly 

in Europe and Latin America as a child. With her 
family she spent five years in Bonn, Germany, 
three years in Mexico City, Mexico, and two 
years in London, England. After attending the 
University of Virginia, Allison taught English 
in Daegu, S. Korea for a year. Currently based 
in New York City, Allison has lived as an adult 
in Europe, Asia and the Middle East, working 
in Dubai, UAC in 2007 building a Learning and 
Development function for Alico, a former AIG 
subsidiary, which is now part of MetLife. In 
this role, she was in charge of the Middle East, 
Africa and South Asia region, rolling out training 
programs across the entire region. 
    Currently working as an independent 
consultant focused on global leadership and 
expatriate coaching, Allison is a certified coach, 
facilitator and change agent who draws on 15 
years of corporate experience, both domestic 
and international, to help her clients adapt to 
today’s complex global environment. She is the 
founder of Zest Global, a consulting firm that 
reconnects leaders, teams and organizations 
to what inspires, innovates and drives results 
through coaching and customized solutions. 
     At Zest Global, Allison focuses on executive 
coaching, leadership development, cross-
cultural awareness and communication, change 
management, virtual team management, 
communication skills, emotional intelligence, 
mindfulness and mind-body connection, 
networking and relationship building, and 
women in leadership. Her client base includes 
several Fortune 100 companies. She also coaches 
individual expats (in person and virtually) to help 
them overcome the specific challenges associated 
with the expat experience. 
    Global Living Magazine’s editorial director 
Alison Cavatore spoke with Allison about her 
experiences abroad and her work with the expat 
community at large.  

Tell us about your first expat experience. What 

surprised you about living abroad? 

As the daughter of a U.S. Diplomat, I was 
lucky to be born into an internationally mobile 
childhood. I was born in Peru and lived primarily 
in Europe and Latin America for 14 of my first 
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EXPATS: UPFRONT
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18 years. As an adult, I craved the international 
experience and sought it out for myself. After 
graduating from university, I taught English 
in South Korea and most recently led Regional 
Learning for a large corporation in Dubai. The 
biggest surprise of these adult expat experiences 
was the varying levels of support I received. 
The Foreign Service builds in a lot of support: 
the Embassy community and, as a child, I had 
the school community. My experiences in 
South Korea and Dubai had much less built-in 
community supports and required me to look 
for those supports on my own. This is, of course, 
an obvious difference but it was nevertheless a 
shock to the system!

What have been your personal highs and lows of 

the expat life? 
I absolutely love expat life – but it certainly 
isn’t always easy! Being an expat can be just 
as identity-shattering as it can be identity-
building. It is hard to rebuild your sense of 
self in a new environment, separated from 
family, friends and routine.
    In retrospect, my greatest struggles as an 
expat were where the best lessons were learned. 
For example, when things weren’t going well, 
I had to push myself and think about other 
possibilities. What other approaches could I take 
in order to get the results I wanted (personal or 
professional)? What assumptions was I making? 
These questions, and their answers, brought me 
a lot of growth.
       I have worked with a lot of individuals who 
are stuck in the lows of the expat experience. 
But, I believe that in order to embrace the expat 
experience, individuals often need to change 
their perspective – to stop focusing on loss and 
control and to start focusing on what is being 
gained.  
Being in new surroundings where things don’t 
work the way they “should” forces you to use 
other parts of your brain and heart. You learn 
more about yourself. You learn more about 
others. It makes you a bigger, better version 
of yourself.   

Now based in New York City, do you maintain a 

connection with the expat community outside of 

work?

Definitely! I remain connected to colleagues 
and friends who live all over the world. I also 
connect with several NYC-based expat groups 
and TCK (Third Culture Kid) groups. My work 

has also taken me abroad, where I have been 
able to connect with expats of all cultures.  
    Being surrounded by people with similar 
(but different) experiences is so motivating.  

You founded Zest Global in 2014 after living 

abroad for many years. Tell us about how you’ve 

incorporated your personal experiences living 

abroad and relating to a wide variety of people, 

situations and cultures into your business.  
I don’t think a day goes by where I don’t reflect 
on how my past has informed my present. It’s 
incredible.  
    I think the primary skills I have learned 
are empathy and flexibility. Living abroad, 
experiencing different cultures, personalities, 
external environments, and understanding 
harsh differences in socio-economic realities 
have given me an ability to empathize with 
others. I know that I can never fully control my 
surroundings, but I can control my reactions to 
them and to others. These lessons show up for 
me whether I am coaching someone, facilitating 
a tough crowd, or engaging with my clients to 
gain better understanding of their challenges.  
    I also view change as a good thing and an 
opportunity for growth. I continuously work 
with clients to help them recognize this and 
navigate challenges they face, both personal 
and professional. 

What is one key tip you can provide for 

implementing culturally-appropriate 

development solutions within an international 

workforce? 

From an organizational perspective, awareness 
that one size does not fit all is imperative. I 
see a lot of organizations trying to implement 
centralized solutions to their regional offices, 
without consulting them or asking if those 
solutions are even possible, given resources, 
cultural differences, etc. It fuels distrust and 
resentment. 
     From a personal perspective, always assume 
good intent and develop self-awareness. 
Understand your triggers and develop 
alternatives or ways of managing them. Conflict 
arises from assumption-making. If individuals 
have a general understanding of cultural drivers 
and where they fall in the continuum, it can go a 
long way to de-escalate conflict and build trust. 
Differences are not bad; they are just different!

What have you found to be one of the most 
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important components of facilitating higher levels 

of achievement, collaboration and productivity in 

a global environment? 

Proactively building and maintaining your 
relationships is critical to success in a global 
environment. Work is accomplished through 
people. Global environments separate these 
people through distance, culture and technology. 
These challenges are manageable if you 
deliberately manage your relationships, rather 
than assume things will fall into place. Consider 
the following questions: What are you trying to 
achieve? Who do you need to influence? What 
is their motivation for working with you? How 
are you connecting with them?  
      Global working is all about influence without 
authority.  

What is the most rewarding aspect of your work?  

The most rewarding aspect of my work is the 
variety. I am not sure if it is because of my 
expat childhood, but I don’t operate well with 
predictability. Consulting allows me to work 
with a variety of individuals, executive teams, 
departments, and expats. I can never anticipate 
my clients’ challenges and am able to approach 
each with a creative and fresh mind. As a close 
second, I enjoy connecting with others in a real 
and impactful way that helps them to grow or 
see an old problem differently. 

What advice do you have for other global 

entrepreneurs? 

There is a lot of advice – have a plan, use your 
networks, be authentic. Do all of these things! 
But, I think the best advice I have is to ask for 
help. This is a lesson that took me a while to 
grasp – showing vulnerability and allowing 
others to see that I don't always have the answers 
seemed scary at best. But the payoff has been 
huge. Whenever I resist asking for help, I remind 
myself that I am always willing and happy to 
help others, so it seems logical that others feel 
the same.   

Do you have any plans, or the desire, to move again 

in the future?

Oh, I would move again in a heartbeat! I am 
always open to new opportunities. For now, I am 
settling for copious amounts of travel. Travel fuels 
me but it doesn’t provide the same satisfaction 
as fully immersing into a new environment and 
navigating the roller coaster of emotions that 
lead to a broader version of myself. 

Anything else you’d like to share? 

I am often asked about the name of my company 
– why Zest? Several years ago, a dear friend 
nicknamed me Zesty. The name really resonated 
with me – my personal style and the way I 
approach my work and life.  As a firm believer 
in the need for authentic leadership, I wanted 
my brand to reflect just that.  

For more information on Zest Global, visit 
www.zgleadership.com. 
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Allison Barnes at the 
Cape of Good Hope
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