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Abstract This paper examines the self-perceived development of cultural intelligence (CQ) as expressed by Japanese university stu-
dents taking courses on intercultural learning. An earlier developed instructional framework was employed to support course design 
and development, which is adapted in the current application for use in a blended-learning format. The development of CQ is 
explored through a qualitative analysis of data obtained in a series of reflection-based online surveys specifically designed to trace 
learning response patterns. The results show an array of learning responses that could be thematically organized and qualitatively 
linked to the development of CQ. We draw connections to the CQ concept via students’ self-reported advances in cultural knowledge, 
skills and strategies, as well as changes in attitudes and beliefs. Course effectiveness and learning engagement are discussed with 
implications for the design of a learning management system that supports the growth of CQ and the formation of a global mindset.
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1. Introduction

The effects of globalization continue to extend its 
reach, exerting various pressures on the internationaliza-
tion of higher education(1–3). These forces were previ-
ously noticeable particularly in the proliferation of so-
called ‘outbound programs’: foreign study-abroad, 
exchange and immersion programs(1). In Japan, it has 
also recently become recognizable in the increasing 
numbers of an ‘inbound’ student cohort(4). Internatio-
nalization programs typically include two streams of 
activities: one type that includes internationalization 
activities which occur on the home/local campus, and 
the other type which refers to activities that happen 
abroad or across borders(2).

Since 2010, Japanese universities have been for-
mally tasked by the Ministry of Education, Culture, 
Sports, Science & Technology (MEXT)(5) to increase 
efforts to internationalize higher education. Although 
outbound programs continue to be maintained, Japanese 
universities are also increasingly accommodating 
inbound, or foreign students, on local campuses. This 
latter trend is having a diversifying effect on the student 
populations of Japan’s formerly largely mono-cultural 
university campuses(4). Although a few universities have 
embraced this trend fully, the true benefits of this devel-
opment for the larger Japanese society remains yet to be 

seen.
Research suggests that some of the purported bene-

fits of cosmopolitan campuses are that students gain 
educationally from the interaction and social learning 
that accompanies studying alongside international coun-
terparts(1–4). Aside from the international networking 
that occurs during cross-cultural experiences, the pro-
cess of learning to communicate inter-culturally enables 
students to gain and develop a set of soft skills that have 
become sought after in the global business and social 
environment(6).

As part of a broader project that explores the 
design of an instructional system to support intercultural 
skill—or cultural intelligence (CQ)—development(7–13), 
the current investigation presents a limited set of results 
that showcases the self-reported CQ gains made by a 
group of mostly Japanese university students. Earlier 
reports (11, 12) confirmed the efficacy of a framework we 
developed to explore and support intercultural skills 
development, while later research work presented find-
ings that measured CQ development(8–10, 13).

For our current purpose, we focus primarily on the 
qualitative gains in CQ, obtained through students’ self-
reported advances in cultural knowledge, skills and 
strategies, and discuss changes in participants’ attitudes 
and beliefs. We further highlight course design and 
learning engagement with reference to implications for 
the design of a learning management system that sup-
ports the growth of CQ and the formation of a global 
mindset in Japanese higher education.
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2. Fostering a Global Mindset Through 
Developing Cultural Intelligence 
(CQ)

Broadly speaking, a person with a global mindset 
can be described as having a general predisposition, dis-
plays tolerance for other peoples and cultures, considers 
cultural diversity an asset and is able to thrive within 
ambiguity. Such an individual can balance and utilize 
seemingly contradictory forces and is able to reconcep-
tualize boundaries(6, 14). Giving consideration to the digi-
tal and educational requirements of the current age, 
global management researchers (15) suggest a model of 
knowledge and skill that connects three overlapping 
bases to describe a global mindset. In summary, 
researchers in this area (6) suggest that managers should 
have: “… (1) a degree of mastery over technology, 
information systems and telecommunications; (2) an 
understanding of the socio-political factors of the differ-
ent countries in which an organization operates; and (3) 
an appreciation of the role of culture and cross-cultural 
issues that impact management’s decisions (p. 276).”

In previous work (7) the notion of a global mindset 
was connected to intercultural skill development and in 
particular to the concept of cultural intelligence (CQ). 
CQ is a four-factor concept which encapsulates a flexi-
ble personal capability that can be enhanced through 
multi-cultural experiences, travel, education, training 
and self-awareness programs. It is observable in the 
broad capacity to function effectively across a variety of 
cultural contexts that includes ethnicities, generations 
and organizations, and is seen as “… a malleable capa-
bility that can be enhanced by multi-cultural experi-
ences, training and self-awareness programs, travel and 
education(16).” Four CQ capabilities characterize the 
intercultural capacity of a person: (1) CQ drive, which 
relates to a person’s motivation, interest and confidence 
in settings with cultural diversity; (2) CQ knowledge, 
which refers to knowledge about how cultures are simi-
lar or different; (3) CQ strategy, which is how a person 
makes sense of culturally diverse experiences and social 
situations; and, (4) CQ action, which signifies a person’s 
capability to adapt their verbal and non-verbal cultural 
behaviors to appropriately suit a particular context(17).

Taking an educational perspective, the understand-
ing is therefore that continued exposure to meaningful 
experiences that are foreign to our usual situations and 
expectations, invites and develops new responses to the 

diverse stimuli that unknown environments, languages, 
traditions and values provide, thus creating new learn-
ing(7). Given time and repetition of this learning, a flexi-
bility of mind is developed which is central to the 
growth of CQ and the formation of a global mindset. 
Research therefore suggests that a global mindset can be 
nurtured through improving intercultural skills, or 
developing CQ(6), and also within higher education 
practices(1, 18, 19).

3. The Study

To investigate the development of CQ in higher 
education, our project applies instructional design (ID) 
theory to the intercultural learning of Japanese under-
graduates. We utilize an earlier developed framework 
that weaves together relevant theoretical models with 
experiential learning (13) and, in further research applica-
tions(7–9, 12, 13), employ a blended learning format to fos-
ter intercultural skill development. Earlier findings(10, 11) 
indicated quantifiable gains for various aspects of CQ 
development, although not statistically significant. 
Other indicators, however showed positive effects in 
terms of activated learning, engagement patterns, and 
strong measures on summative learning outcomes. The 
present investigation seeks to add to these findings by 
presenting some of the qualitative results.

The focus here is on learner response patterns, 
expressed in terms of cultural competence indicators, 
such as knowledge, strategies, attitudes and self-per-
ceived intercultural skills that were recorded through a 
series of online formative assessments and feedback 
surveys. The qualitative analysis draw connections to 
the CQ concept via students’ self-reported advances in 
cultural knowledge, skills and strategies, as well as 
changes in attitudes and beliefs. Course effectiveness 
and learning engagement are discussed in view of the 
larger project aims, which is concerned with the design 
of a learning management system that develops CQ and 
assists in the formation of a global mindset.

3.1 Methods and Procedures

3.1.1 Design
To activate the current approach, a blended learn-

ing format was employed within our previously devel-
oped framework(11). This framework was designed to 
integrate three relevant fields: instructional design (ID), 
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experiential learning and CQ theory. Earlier findings 
suggested a successful integration of the framework 
with a design sequence to support intercultural learning 
and CQ development(10, 11).

Training and structured learning are essential com-
ponents in the development of intercultural skill(15), and 
in line with our project goals(10, 11), is utilized in conjunc-
tion with educational technology to support the blended 
learning format. Blended learning is an increasingly pop-
ular form of instruction that has been shown to offer 
alternative possibilities to traditional ways of learning(20). 
It is described as “a pedagogical approach that combines 
the effectiveness and socialization opportunities of the 
classroom with the technologically advanced possibili-
ties of the online environment…(20) (p. 3).” It therefore 
has the potential to bring together advantages of both 
worlds, with learners and instructors developing new 
roles in the learning process. This approach makes a pos-
itive impact on higher education since it contains the 
underpinnings of a transformative model which can alter 
the expectations and practice of all the learning partici-
pants: faculty, administrators and students(20).

A further advantage of this format is that experi-
ence-based learning, which is central to our frame-
work(11), can be prioritized at different times through a 
variable and focused instruction in a F2F classroom sit-
uation with an instructor as mediator(20). The blended 
learning format utilized here thus incorporated three 
areas which are important to an ID application: (1) a 
focus on relevant learning content; (2) formative and 
summative assessment/evaluation; and (3) the genera-
tion of data for research and development purposes. 
Earlier research work(9, 10) presented a comprehensive 
outline and discussion of the intercultural learning 
course contents, its rationale and methods of instruction, 
and we therefore provide only a brief summary here.

The design of our framework is cognizant of a 
research contention (3) that intercultural training needs a 
pedagogy that can support the development of CQ. We 
therefore designed a basic frame that integrated ID prin-
ciples, experiential learning and CQ theory(9, 10), aiming 
to ensure the effective dissemination of learning, track 
and evaluate the learning process itself and deliver 
research data for a learning analysis. To activate the 
framework, we developed a course to encourage inter-
cultural learning, or CQ growth, in support of the for-
mation of a global mindset. The course consists of three 
broad organizing elements: 1) learning content; 2) 

assessment and evaluation; and 3) research. Each of 
these domains are divided into segments, indicating the 
relevant learning considerations and rationale in relation 
to CQ development. Learning content included the fol-
lowing: (a) textbook studies; (b) classroom worksheets; 
(c) a series of mini-lectures; (d) experience-based class-
room activities (in groups/pairs); (e) online media (vid-
eos, audio, readings, public lectures); (f) one multi-cul-
tural workshop; (g) a Moodle-based international virtual 
exchange with students in a foreign setting; and (h) 
homework, based on a flipped model of instruction(9, 10). 
A broad overview of the course is provided in Table 1.

Drawing on our framework’s embedded theories, 
we designed a 15-week course for a face-to-face (F2F) 
environment equipped with PC’s and WiFi. The course 
included significant portions of synchronous and asyn-
chronous activities that formed part of the formative and 
summative assessment, thus delivering research data.

3.1.2 Participants

Thirty undergraduates (2nd and 3rd year) partici-
pated in the 15-week course. The course typically pre-
pares students for a short- and/or long-term study 
abroad experience, but often include students who main-
tain an active interest in developing their English liter-
acy. The gender balance was 63% female and 37% male 
and except for one Taiwanese student, all participants 
were Japanese. The majority of the group (64%) 
reported limited to moderate prior intercultural experi-
ence.

Table 1.  Course Design: Developing CQ through Blended 
Learning.

Learning 
Content

• Textbook reading
• Classroom worksheets (instructor designed)
• Mini-lectures (topical contents)
• Online media, surveys, feedback
• International Virtual Exchange Project
• Flipped method: reading / comprehension / 

audio

Assessment & 
Evaluation

• Online review quizzes (4)
• Online class feedback surveys (13)

Research
• CQ Scale
• Online surveys (weekly)
• IVE Project

* Adapted from Roux et al.(10, 11)
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3.1.3 Procedures

Face-to-face weekly lessons took place in a class-
room with desktop PC’s and WiFi. Students had the 
choice of using smart devices and/or PC’s. Instructional 
methods included variations of facilitated group- and/or 
pair work, engaging with online media and lectures. A 
further component included an online, asynchronous 
exchange with a group of Colombian college students. 
Weekly learning reflections designed to track course 
engagement were recorded online through Google 
forms. These learning reflections included a ‘free com-
ments’ section that was designed to gather non-struc-
tured learner feedback, on the premise that it would 
invite unsolicited learning observations and self-reflec-
tions that could link to the goals of our investigation. 
These form the basis of the learning analysis that is the 
focus of the current paper.

Forthwith, we present an analysis (conducted with 
NViVO software tools) of the qualitative feedback 
gleaned from the ‘free comment’ sections of the forma-
tive assessments. We reasoned that this reflective type of 
feedback could be suggestive of changes in learners’ 
notions of self-perceived intercultural skill development 
and thus potentially compatible with increases in CQ, 
which could provide additional support for our broader 
investigation. The analysis further traces learning 
responses in search of thematic patterns that would link 
with CQ and the concomitant formation of a global 
mindset.

3.2 Results

To investigate the self-perceived intercultural skills 
of participants, we initially performed a word-frequency 
analysis as a starting point for understanding the free 
comment section of the online feedback forms. Table 2 
below provides these results, showing the top 50 words 
and their relative strength of occurrence, given as a 
weighted percentage.

From this data, we used the top 14 frequently 
occurring words (weighted average percentage larger 
than 1%) to achieve a closer approximation of potential 
keywords that could indicate potential avenues for fur-
ther analysis. These frequently occurring words, which 
includes references to ‘class,’ ‘think,’ ‘conflict,’ ‘learn’ 
and ‘want,’ ‘difficult,’ among the most common are 
graphically displayed in Figure 1 below.

From these frequency occurrences we constructed 
a word-cloud depicted in Figure 2. This depiction also 
gives an indication of the relative emphasis given to 
course contents in the feedback, as well as providing a 
sense of the relative strength of occurrence of these 
words. At this descriptive level of the analysis, the 
results only provide limited insights in reference to the 
actual content of the feedback; however, it does give a 
reflection of some of the keywords that might be impor-
tant to consider when looking for potentially emergent 
themes in the data.

It is important to note that these frequencies pro-
vide only a preliminary indication for possible trends in 
the data. Given the relatively low amount (33, or 14%) 
of instances that were coded here as self-perceived 
developments, we are reluctant to attach significant 
value to these results at this stage. Instead, we treat them 
as indicators for exploring course feedback as indicators 
of potentially meaningful themes for further exploration 
at a later stage, perhaps with a larger dataset.

In addition, and to explore potentially emerging 
themes from the feedback, we developed and utilized a 
coding system supported by NViVO software that 
resulted in an arrangement with several categories. 
Categories that emerged from the comments were 
themed as follows: (a) learning observations; (b) learn-
ing motivation; (c) cultural knowledge; (d) self-per-
ceived intercultural skills; (e) perceptions and attitudes; 
(f) international virtual exchange; (g) others; and (h) nil 
(no response given). These categories are depicted in 
Figure 3 below.

In line with our present purpose, we focused fur-
ther analysis on the (highlighted) category of self-per-
ceived intercultural skills. Analysis of this category 
indicate 33 instances of these types of freely volun-
teered responses (14% of the total 244 coded comments) 
from the four online reviews (N=30). Although this is a 
relatively small number, it should be kept in mind that it 
is a small participant group and that we are particularly 
interested in qualitative feedback that could indicate (to 
some degree) how learners self-reflected on their own 
CQ development. The relatively small number of 
instances therefore represents only a very limited data 
set for analysis, which mitigates against employing a 
quantitative statistical analysis.

Within this category, five broad themes emerged 
and revealed links that could be tied to our identified 
purpose: (1) personal values and beliefs; (2) cultural 
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Table 2. Word Count and Weighted Percentage.
Word Count Weighted percentage

culture 45 4.61%
class 28 2.87%
think 28 2.87%
conflict 22 2.25%
learn 22 2.25%
want 22 2.25%
difficult 20 2.05%
people 19 1.94%
know 18 1.84%
interesting 14 1.43%
thank 13 1.33%
understand 13 1.33%
conflicts 12 1.23%
cultural 11 1.13%
good 11 1.13%
learned 9 0.92%
many 9 0.92%
chapter 8 0.82%
hidden 8 0.82%
knowledge 8 0.82%
nothing 8 0.82%
project 8 0.82%
study 8 0.82%
things 8 0.82%
deeply 7 0.72%
different 7 0.72%
I’ve 7 0.72%
like 7 0.72%
time 7 0.72%
values 7 0.72%
communicate 6 0.61%
countries 6 0.61%
however 6 0.61%
important 6 0.61%
Japanese 6 0.61%
really 6 0.61%
change 5 0.51%
chapters 5 0.51%
enjoy 5 0.51%
foreign 5 0.51%
fun 5 0.51%
get 5 0.51%
lot 5 0.51%
much 5 0.51%
new 5 0.51%
nil 5 0.51%
thought 5 0.51%
use 5 0.51%
value 5 0.51%
way 5 0.51%

Figure 1. ‘Free Comments’: Word Frequency.

Figure 2. ‘Free Comments’: Word Cloud.

Figure 3. ‘Free Comment’ Analysis.
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knowledge; (3) cross-cultural communication; (4) per-
sonal behavior (self and others); and (5) cultural con-
flicts. Together, these results were taken as potential 
indicators of self-perceived intercultural skill develop-
ments. To demonstrate how these results link to the cur-
rent investigation, that is, how CQ develop as a self-per-
ceived skill, we provide a sample (Table 3) from the 
reflection feedback section. The contents of these learner 
comments should demonstrate how participants consid-
ered their learning and engagement with the course.

4. Findings and Discussion

(a) Feedback shows at least five emergent themes 
related to self-perceived intercultural skill develop-
ments. These themes were categorized and formulated 
as standing in relation to: (1) personal values and 
beliefs; (2) cultural knowledge; (3) cross-cultural com-
munication; (4) personal behaviour (self and others); 
and (5) cultural conflicts. In terms of our current investi-
gation, which sought to explore and examine learner 
engagement in relation to the course goals, we could 
find fairly good indications that learners’ self-perceived 
skills are in fact related to the intercultural issues that 
the course aimed to teach. This finding, even though 
limited in terms of its size, complement earlier findings 
in our project(9, 10), providing further support for our 
original framework and the goals of the current course.

(b) The identified themes stood in direct relation to 
the learning contents and further connected well with 
the four-factor model of the CQ concept. The results 
show that there was an impact on learners’ personal per-
ceptions, values and beliefs, which corresponds to the 
CQ meta-cognition dimension. In addition, learners 
reported an expansion of cultural knowledge and a real-
ization of new understandings, which speaks to the CQ 
knowledge dimension. Other reported gains relate to 
increases in cross-cultural communication and interper-
sonal skills that connects with the CQ behaviour dimen-
sion. Finally, learner comments reflected a deepened 
realization and understanding in their cultural learning, 
with reference to their own thinking and future behav-
iour, suggesting that the CQ motivation dimension was 
impacted upon. These results also extend findings 
reported elsewhere(13), which support the current 
instructional system’s learning outcomes.

(c) It is important to note however that these results 
represent emergent themes that not only overlap with 
each other but should only be loosely tied to the CQ 
model at this stage. Although the current indications are 
positive, further work needs to be done to establish how 
these links can be sustainably made through the existent 
instructional design and methodology. Doing so would 
provide further support to the currently self-recorded 
instances of intercultural skill development, which we 
are linking to CQ increases.

(d) Finally, the present analysis represents only 
preliminary insights into the qualitative aspects of our 
project. Given our current purpose and the relatively 

Table 3. Self-Perceived CQ Development Samples.

Theme Sample

(1) 
Values & beliefs

I was interested in ranking of values. 
When I compare my answer with my 
partner, I found differences about rank-
ing. I could notice about each person 
has own values and opinions

(2) 
Cultural 

knowledge

I think I learned a lot of new things 
about culture. I like to communicate with 
many people, not only Japanese but also 
people from other countries, but it is 
needed to understand there are cultural 
difference between I and others. This 
class is really effective for me to study 
about it.

(3) 
Cross-cultural 

communication

I assumed I can communicate with for-
eign people just by learning and speak-
ing English, but I realized I should learn 
not only English but also history through 
this class, especially watching TED.

(4) 
Personal behavior

I want more people to know why conflicts 
happen by stereotypes and perception 
and how we do to resolve conflicts we 
are facing. And I thought I will try the 
way I learned.

(5) 
Conflict

Before this lecture, I think culture 
depend on each country or community. 
But now I think culture have more deep 
meaning. For example, visible culture, 
hidden culture and cultural roots. Visible 
culture can change easily, however hid-
den culture is difficult to change. Hidden 
culture and cultural roots are difficult to 
understand, so sometimes cause conflict. 
I understood why conflicts happen 
between communities
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small size of the participant group, we did not proceed 
with an additional quantitative analysis. We reported 
elsewhere(10, 11) on the quantitative gains specifically 
related to CQ measurement which the present investiga-
tion aimed to extend.

5. Conclusion

As part of a broader project to apply ID thinking to 
the development of CQ, this study reported the qualita-
tive results of a blended learning course. We reported an 
effort to trace learning engagement through the feed-
back/reflection of students’ self-perceived intercultural 
skills development, which we link with the notion of 
CQ and the formation of a global mindset. Results from 
the analysis of feedback from two consecutive courses 
indicated that such a link seems very plausible, since the 
freely ventured student comments related directly to 
learners’ self-perceived development of cultural intelli-
gence indicators as described by the CQ model. These 
findings further provide a positive indication for the 
course engagement levels and learning outcomes. In 
terms of our framework that incorporated the CQ 
model, it is thus a very positive indication that ties into 
the success of the original design methodology.

As for the instructional method, it appears that the 
blended learning model proved an effective approach 
that tied well with our framework. Although current 
indications are positive, further work continues to 
explore how instructional design and methodology can 
support the development of CQ, and in particular, how 
these links can be sustainably made in course instruc-
tion. Given the theorized connection between CQ and 
the notion of a global mindset, the current employment 
of the blended learning approach holds promise for fur-
ther investigations in this area. Examining learners’ self-
perceived notions of how their CQ is developing pro-
vide fascinating insights into the growth of cultural 
learning and intercultural skills development. The utility 
of a reflective method, supported here through online 
means, enabled a deeper understanding and given its 
success in delivering rich qualitative data, will continue 
to be explored in the future.
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