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This descriptive study investigates Cultural Intelligence or Cultural Quotient (CQ)
among Iranian undergraduates in their final year of foreign language studies, covering
a diverse range of target languages (Arabic, Chinese, English, French, German, Italian,
Japanese, Russian, and Spanish). A total of 270 participants from public universities in
Iran, both male and female, across various foreign language majors, participated in the
study. Using an adapted version of Triandis’ (2006) CQ questionnaire, participants'
CQ was measured across four dimensions: cultural knowledge, strategy, motivation,
and behaviour. Administered in Persian, the study revealed that participants exhibited
cultural awareness and a willingness to adapt communication styles. However, arecas
for improvement were identified, such as the limited verification of cultural knowledge
and a tendency towards Iranian cultural superiority. The study found no significant
differences in CQ levels across students studying different foreign languages,
suggesting that the target language may not be the primary factor influencing CQ
development. However, further research is needed to explore the role of individual
factors, such as motivation and openness, and to compare language learners with non-
language learners to better understand the relationship between foreign language
learning and CQ.
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Introduction

Learning a foreign language goes beyond grammar and vocabulary; it requires understanding the associated culture. Language
and culture are inseparable, influencing each other and shaping effective communication (Nault, 2006; Dahmardeh & Kim,
2021; May, 2022). Modern language education focuses on linguistic skills and intercultural communication (Bunch, 2013;
Zhang & Li, 2019). Cultural Intelligence (CQ) is crucial for navigating diverse cultural environments. It includes cultural
knowledge, mindfulness, skills, and metacognition (Earley & Ang, 2003). CQ enables effective interaction across cultures and
is vital in today’s globalized world (Livermore, 2011; Grosch et al, 2023). Language learning involves processes like
enculturation, acculturation, and deculturation, reflecting the balance between native and new cultures (Ullah, 2020).
Integrating intercultural competence into language teaching promotes cultural appreciation and reduces displacement risk
(Dahmardeh & Muhammadi, 2023).

Despite growing CQ research, gaps exist. Most studies focus on Western contexts, neglecting countries like Iran, where
social and political factors limit cultural exposure. Research rarely examines how different foreign languages impact CQ,
especially comparing culturally distant languages like Japanese or Chinese versus seemingly more popular ones like French or
Spanish. Gender’s role in CQ development is unclear, particularly in societies with distinct gender norms like Iran (Azizi et al,
2015). Additionally, motivational and reflective CQ aspects need more exploration.

This study addresses these gaps by examining CQ among Iranian university students learning foreign languages, including
Arabic, Chinese, and European languages. It explores how language choice and gender affect CQ development in Iran’s unique
environment. Results will inform language education improvements, including programs fostering intercultural interaction and
self-reflection. Identifying gender differences may help tailor education to meet diverse student needs.

This research contributes new insights into CQ development in non-Western settings, offering valuable guidance for global
and local language teaching policies.

Methodology

This study examined cultural intelligence among senior undergraduates enrolled in foreign language programmes at public
universities in Tehran. Cultural intelligence was defined according to Earley and Ang (2003) and was operationalised into four
dimensions: strategy, knowledge, motivation, and behaviour following Triandis (2006). Two research questions guided the
work. First, what levels of cultural intelligence characterise senior language students in this context. Second, whether cultural
intelligence differs according to the target language studied.

Data were collected from 270 senior undergraduates representing nine language groups: Arabic, Chinese, English, French,
German, Italian, Japanese, Russian, and Spanish. The sample included 150 female and 120 male students. An adapted twenty
item cultural intelligence questionnaire was translated into Persian and piloted for clarity. Scale reliability was acceptable with
Cronbach alpha values reported for each dimension. Exploratory factor analysis reproduced a four-factor structure consistent
with the theoretical model.

Findings

Descriptive statistics indicated higher mean scores for motivation and adaptive behaviour relative to verified cultural
knowledge in several language groups. Group level patterns varied. Some language groups reported stronger self-reported
adaptation while others reported lower scores for verified knowledge of target cultures. A one-way analysis of variance tested
between group differences in overall cultural intelligence. The ANOVA result did not reach statistical significance which was
interpreted as no systematic difference attributable to language group within the sampled population.

Findings were related to theoretical and empirical work on intercultural competence and language learning. The observed
profile was interpreted as compatible with accounts that emphasise the role of individual motivation and prior contact more
than formal language choice in shaping cultural intelligence. Practical implications were discussed for curriculum design and
teacher education. The limitations included reliance on self-report measures, a single city sample, and cross-sectional design.
Recommendations for future research included longitudinal and mixed method designs that combine questionnaire data with
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classroom observation and performance-based measures to examine how curricular input and pedagogical practice relate to
cultural intelligence development.

Conclusion

Iranian university students studying foreign languages demonstrated a reasonable Cultural Intelligence (CQ), showing strong
cultural awareness, adaptability, and motivation, largely aligning with Earley and Ang's (2003) theory. However, limited
verified cultural knowledge suggests a need for pedagogy focused on critical cultural awareness, a key aspect of Byram's (1997)
model. The students' balance of cultural pride with openness to foreign cultures reflects an integration strategy (Berry, 1997).
Importantly, CQ development was found to be influenced more by individual factors like motivation and openness than by the
specific language studied. While most students showed positive attitudes, differences were noted among language groups,
highlighting varied approaches to cultural learning. The study concludes that cultural pride, openness, and dedication are crucial
for CQ. It recommends integrating authentic cultural content, fostering critical reflection on cultural assumptions, and creating
interaction opportunities to develop the global skills essential for success in today’s world.
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