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Abstract

Cultural intelligence is now widely cited as a predictor of 

success in international business assignments, yet the 

literature linking it to psychological adaptation, on one 

hand, and to deliberate educational training, on the other, 

remains fragmented across three largely separate research 

traditions: cross-cultural psychology, international human 

resource management, and adult learning theory. This paper 

draws those three traditions together into a single conceptual 

model — the Cultural Intelligence–Adaptation–Training 

(CIAT) framework — which treats cultural intelligence not 

as a fixed trait but as a developable capability whose 

translation into effective cross-cultural performance is 

mediated by psychological and sociocultural adaptation and 

moderated by the structure and timing of educational 

training interventions. The paper reviews the metacognitive, 

cognitive, motivational, and behavioural dimensions of 

cultural intelligence; the psychological-adjustment literature 

that distinguishes internal (affective) from external 

(behavioural) adaptation; and the intercultural training 

literature, from experiential learning to developmental 

models of intercultural sensitivity, that has sought to 

accelerate both. It then extends the discussion beyond the 

individual manager to the organisational and diplomatic 

levels, arguing that the same capability that predicts 

expatriate success also underlies effective global leadership 

and, at a further remove, the interpersonal dimension of 

international relations often described as track-two or soft-

power diplomacy. A methodology for empirically testing the 

CIAT framework among internationally assigned managers 

is proposed, together with a discussion of what a validated 

model would imply for how multinational firms, business 

schools, and foreign-service training institutions design 

cross-cultural preparation. 
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1. Introduction 

International business management has, for several decades now, run up against a stubborn empirical fact: technical 

competence and industry expertise, while necessary, are not sufficient predictors of success in a cross-border assignment. 

Expatriate failure rates — defined variously as early return, underperformance, or voluntary resignation before assignment 

completion — have remained persistently non-trivial across multiple industries and decades of study, and the reasons most 

often cited are not failures of professional skill but failures of cross-cultural functioning: an inability to read local social cues 

correctly, to regulate one's own emotional responses to unfamiliar norms, or to adjust behaviour credibly enough to be trusted 

by local counterparts. This observation gave rise, from the late 1990s onward, to the construct now generally known as cultural 
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intelligence (CQ) — a specific capability, distinct from 

general intelligence or personality, that determines how 

effectively an individual functions across culturally diverse 

settings. 

Two things have happened to the cultural intelligence 

literature since its formal articulation. First, it has been 

robustly linked, across a range of studies and meta-analyses, 

to outcomes such as cross-cultural adjustment, expatriate 

performance, and multicultural team effectiveness, lending 

it a degree of empirical credibility that many earlier, looser 

notions of "cultural sensitivity" never achieved. Second, and 

less satisfactorily, the literature explaining how CQ actually 

produces these outcomes — the psychological mechanism 

connecting a manager's cultural capability to their eventual 

on-the-ground effectiveness — has tended to remain 

separate from the literature on how CQ can be deliberately 

built through training. Human resource and organisational-

behaviour scholarship has studied CQ mainly as a predictor 

variable; cross-cultural psychology has studied adaptation 

mainly as an outcome shaped by stress, coping, and social-

support processes; and adult-education scholarship has 

studied intercultural training mainly as a pedagogical 

problem, largely independent of either. The result is a body 

of advice to practitioners — "select for CQ," "provide cross-

cultural training," "support adjustment" — that is 

individually well evidenced but rarely integrated into a 

single account of how the pieces fit together. 

This paper attempts that integration. It proposes that cultural 

intelligence should be understood as an antecedent 

capability that does not act directly on performance 

outcomes, but is mediated through two forms of 

psychological adaptation — affective (psychological) and 

behavioural (sociocultural) — and that the strength of this 

mediating pathway is itself moderated by whether, and how, 

the individual has received structured educational training 

designed around established models of intercultural 

learning. The paper further argues that this same 

mechanism, scaled up from the individual manager to the 

organisational and inter-state level, offers a useful lens on 

global leadership effectiveness and on the interpersonal, 

relationship-building dimension of international relations 

that formal diplomatic theory has historically under-

theorised relative to its treatment of structural and strategic 

factors. 

 

2. Literature Review 

The model developed in section 3 draws on four literatures, 

reviewed here in turn: the structure and measurement of 

cultural intelligence; models of psychological and 

sociocultural adaptation; the intercultural-training literature; 

and the more recent, comparatively thin literature 

connecting these individual-level constructs to global 

leadership and international relations. 

 

2.1 Cultural Intelligence: Structure and Function 

Earley and Ang's (2003) [5] original formulation defined 

cultural intelligence as a multidimensional capability 

comprising four distinct facets: metacognitive CQ, the 

awareness and control a person exercises over their own 

cultural assumptions during cross-cultural interaction; 

cognitive CQ, knowledge of norms, practices, and 

conventions across cultures; motivational CQ, the drive and 

self-efficacy to persist through the discomfort of cross-

cultural engagement; and behavioural CQ, the capacity to 

enact culturally appropriate verbal and nonverbal responses. 

Ang et al. (2007) [1] operationalised this four-factor structure 

in the widely used Cultural Intelligence Scale and 

demonstrated that the four facets predict distinct outcomes 

rather than functioning as a single undifferentiated trait — 

metacognitive and cognitive CQ predicting cultural 

judgment and decision-making quality more strongly, for 

instance, while motivational and behavioural CQ predict 

adjustment and task performance more directly. This 

differentiated structure matters for the present paper because 

it implies that cultural intelligence is not a single dial to be 

turned up uniformly through training, but a set of related, 

separately trainable capacities, a point returned to in section 

2.3. 

A second important feature of the construct, emphasised by 

Thomas et al. (2008) [11] in their review of CQ's domain and 

assessment, is that it is explicitly treated as a developable 

capability rather than a fixed trait, distinguishing it 

conceptually from stable personality dimensions and 

aligning it with other malleable competencies that 

organisational training can reasonably be expected to shift. 

This developability is the premise on which the entire 

training literature discussed in section 2.3 rests, and it is 

worth stating plainly because some popular treatments of 

cross-cultural competence still implicitly treat it as an innate 

disposition some people simply have and others do not. 

 

2.2 Psychological and Sociocultural Adaptation 

Cross-cultural psychology's central contribution to this area 

is the distinction, developed most influentially by Ward and 

colleagues, between psychological adaptation and 

sociocultural adaptation as two related but empirically 

separable outcomes of cross-cultural transition. 

Psychological adaptation refers to internal, affective well-

being — the absence of anxiety, depression, or 

homesickness associated with the transition — and is best 

predicted by stress-and-coping variables such as personality, 

life changes, and social support (Searle & Ward, 1990) [10]. 

Sociocultural adaptation refers to the behavioural capacity to 

fit in and execute effectively within the host culture — 

negotiating daily life, workplace norms, and social 

interactions competently — and is best predicted by 

cultural-learning variables such as length of residence, 

language fluency, and cultural distance (Ward & Kennedy, 

1999) [12]. The distinction is conceptually important for the 

present model because cultural intelligence, as a capability 

construct, maps far more directly onto sociocultural 

adaptation (which is fundamentally about skilled 

behavioural execution) than onto psychological adaptation 

(which is fundamentally about affective resilience), 

suggesting that CQ alone is unlikely to fully protect an 

internationally assigned manager against the affective strain 

of relocation even where it strongly supports their 

behavioural effectiveness. 

Black and Mendenhall's (1990) [3] and Black, Mendenhall, 

and Oddou's (1991) [4] work on international adjustment, 

developed independently within the international business 

literature rather than cross-cultural psychology proper, 

arrives at a compatible three-part structure — adjustment to 

work, to interaction with host nationals, and to the general 

non-work environment — and explicitly proposes that 

anticipatory adjustment (preparation before departure) and 

in-country adjustment (learning after arrival) are separable 

stages, each amenable to different forms of intervention. 
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This staged view is directly relevant to the training-timing 

question taken up in the model below: a training 

intervention delivered entirely before departure addresses 

anticipatory adjustment but may do comparatively little for 

the ongoing behavioural learning that in-country adjustment 

requires, a point that much corporate cross-cultural training, 

concentrated in a single pre-departure workshop, arguably 

still underweights. 

 

2.3 Educational and Training Approaches to Intercultural 

Development 

Bennett's (1986) [2] Developmental Model of Intercultural 

Sensitivity (DMIS) provides one of the most widely used 

frameworks for sequencing intercultural training, proposing 

that individuals move through a continuum from 

ethnocentric stages (denial, defense, minimisation of 

cultural difference) toward ethnorelative stages (acceptance, 

adaptation, and integration of difference), with effective 

training calibrated to a learner's current developmental stage 

rather than delivered as a uniform, one-size-fits-all 

curriculum. This has direct implications for corporate and 

educational training design: a workshop built around 

abstract cultural-dimension frameworks (of the kind 

popularised by Hofstede, 1980 [6]) may suit a learner already 

at an acceptance stage, while a learner still at a minimisation 

stage — one who believes, in effect, that "people are all 

basically the same" — may need experiential, dissonance-

creating learning before abstract frameworks become useful 

at all. 

Kolb's (1984) [7] experiential learning cycle and Mezirow's 

(1991) [8] theory of transformative adult learning together 

supply the pedagogical mechanism by which such 

dissonance-creating training is thought to work: concrete 

cross-cultural experience, followed by structured reflective 

observation, abstract reconceptualisation, and active 

experimentation, can produce not merely new cultural 

knowledge (cognitive CQ, in Earley and Ang's terms) but a 

genuine shift in the learner's underlying frame of reference 

— precisely the kind of change metacognitive and 

motivational CQ are theorised to require. Meta-analytic and 

review evidence on cross-cultural training effectiveness 

(building on Black & Mendenhall's 1990 [3] original 

framework) generally supports the superiority of 

experiential and interactive methods over purely didactic, 

lecture-based cultural briefings, particularly for adjustment-

related outcomes, though didactic methods retain value for 

building the factual cognitive-CQ knowledge base on which 

experiential learning can then operate. 

 

2.4 From the Individual Manager to Global Leadership 

and International Relations 

The extension of cultural intelligence research from 

individual expatriate managers to organisational leadership 

is more recent and less settled, but a reasonably consistent 

argument runs through it: the same metacognitive and 

behavioural flexibility that predicts individual cross-cultural 

adjustment also plausibly underlies a leader's capacity to 

build trust, communicate persuasively, and negotiate 

effectively across culturally diverse stakeholder groups — 

capacities increasingly treated as core, rather than 

peripheral, to what "global leadership" as a distinct construct 

is taken to mean in the international management literature. 

The link to international relations is more speculative and is 

offered here as an extension rather than an established 

finding, but it rests on a defensible parallel: Nye's (2004) [9] 

concept of soft power emphasises attraction and 

relationship-building, rather than coercion, as an instrument 

of state influence, and the interpersonal, trust-building 

mechanisms by which individual business and diplomatic 

actors achieve this at the person-to-person level — so-called 

track-two or citizen diplomacy — draw on precisely the 

behavioural and motivational capacities that CQ research 

operationalises at the individual level. The paper treats this 

connection as a plausible cross-level extension of the model 

worth testing, rather than as a settled premise. 

 

3. Conceptual Framework: The CIAT Model 

The Cultural Intelligence–Adaptation–Training (CIAT) 

framework integrates the four literatures above into a single 

path model, summarised here before its formal testable 

propositions are stated. 

 

3.1 Core Constructs and Pathways 

Cultural Intelligence (CQ): The four-facet capability 

construct (metacognitive, cognitive, motivational, 

behavioural), measured as per Ang et al. (2007) [1], treated 

as the model's primary antecedent. 

Psychological Adaptation (PA): Affective well-being 

during the cross-cultural transition, following Ward and 

colleagues' operationalisation (low anxiety, low 

homesickness, general life satisfaction abroad). 

Sociocultural Adaptation (SA): Behavioural fit and 

effective day-to-day functioning in the host environment, 

including workplace and general-environment adjustment 

(Black et al., 1991) [4]. 

Training Structure (TS): A categorical and intensity 

variable capturing whether training received was 

predominantly didactic or experiential (Kolb, 1984) [7], 

whether it was pre-departure only, in-country only, or staged 

across both (Black & Mendenhall, 1990) [3], and whether its 

content was matched to the learner's DMIS developmental 

stage (Bennett, 1986) [2]. 

Global Leadership Effectiveness (GLE): Supervisor- and 

peer-rated leadership performance in culturally diverse or 

cross-border management contexts, the model's distal 

outcome variable. 

The framework's core propositions are as follows. First, 

CQ's motivational and behavioural facets predict 

sociocultural adaptation more strongly than psychological 

adaptation, while CQ's metacognitive facet, through its 

association with reduced cultural-attribution error and lower 

interaction anxiety, contributes to both. Second, 

sociocultural adaptation and psychological adaptation each 

independently predict global leadership effectiveness, but 

are only weakly correlated with each other, consistent with 

the cross-cultural psychology literature's insistence that they 

are separable outcomes rather than a single adjustment 

factor. Third, and most centrally for the paper's applied 

contribution, Training Structure moderates the CQ-to-

adaptation pathway: experiential, developmentally staged, 

and temporally distributed (pre-departure plus in-country) 

training is predicted to strengthen the translation of CQ into 

both forms of adaptation relative to purely didactic, single-

timepoint training, even holding baseline CQ constant. This 

moderation proposition is the framework's most novel and 

most directly testable claim, since it implies that two 

managers with identical measured CQ scores can be 

expected to adapt very differently depending on the 
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structure of the training each received — a claim the 

existing literature, which tends to study CQ and training as 

separate predictors rather than as interacting variables, has 

not directly tested in this form. 

 

4. Proposed Methodology for Empirical Validation 

4.1 Design 

A longitudinal design, surveying internationally assigned 

managers at three points — shortly before departure, three 

to six months into the assignment, and twelve months into 

the assignment — is recommended, since both adaptation 

and leadership-effectiveness outcomes are understood in the 

literature as processes that unfold over time rather than 

states fixed at arrival. A single cross-sectional survey, of the 

kind common in much existing CQ research, cannot 

adequately test the moderation-by-training-structure 

proposition, which depends on comparing adaptation 

trajectories across managers who received different training 

structures before and after the same starting point. 

 

4.2 Sample 

The target population is managers on international 

assignment with multinational corporations, sampled across 

at least two host-region contexts to avoid confounding 

training-structure effects with the cultural distance of a 

single destination region. A sample of 250–300 managers, 

recruited in partnership with corporate international-

assignment or global-mobility functions, would support the 

path and moderation analysis proposed below, with 

particular attention paid during recruitment to achieving 

genuine variation in training structure (including, ideally, a 

naturally occurring comparison group who received minimal 

or no formal cross-cultural training) rather than a sample 

uniformly drawn from firms with mandatory, standardised 

programmes. 

 

4.3 Instruments 

Cultural intelligence would be measured using the 

established Cultural Intelligence Scale (Ang et al., 2007) [1]. 

Psychological and sociocultural adaptation would draw on 

Ward and Kennedy's (1999) [12] sociocultural adaptation 

scale alongside a standard psychological well-being or 

adjustment measure for the affective dimension. Training 

structure would be captured through a structured audit of the 

training actually received — format (didactic versus 

experiential), timing (pre-departure, in-country, or both), 

and duration — rather than relying solely on participant 

recall, supplemented where possible with records from the 

sponsoring organisation's global-mobility function. Global 

leadership effectiveness would be assessed through multi-

rater (supervisor and direct-report or peer) evaluation 

instruments already validated in the global-leadership 

literature, administered at the twelve-month timepoint. 

 

4.4 Analytic Strategy 

Structural equation modelling is again the appropriate 

technique for estimating the full path model (CQ → PA and 

SA → GLE), with training structure entered as a moderator 

of the CQ-to-adaptation paths via interaction terms or, 

where sample size allows, multi-group comparison across 

discrete training-structure categories. Latent growth 

modelling across the three measurement waves would 

additionally allow the trajectory, rather than only the 

endpoint, of adaptation to be related to training structure, 

testing whether staged training primarily speeds adaptation, 

raises its eventual ceiling, or both. 

 

5. Implications for Practice and Policy 

A validated CIAT framework would carry direct 

implications for how multinational firms design cross-

cultural preparation. If, as proposed, training structure 

moderates the translation of CQ into adaptation rather than 

adaptation following automatically from CQ level, then 

selection-only strategies — hiring or assigning managers on 

the basis of a high CQ score alone, without investing in 

developmentally matched, experientially grounded, and 

temporally distributed training — would be expected to 

leave substantial adaptation and performance gains 

unrealised. This would argue for corporate global-mobility 

functions to treat training design with the same rigour 

currently applied to CQ assessment at the selection stage, 

including staging training across the pre-departure and in-

country periods rather than concentrating it entirely before 

departure, and matching training content to trainees' 

apparent developmental stage on something like Bennett's 

continuum rather than defaulting to a single standardised 

curriculum for all assignees. 

For business schools and executive education providers, the 

framework's distinction between the four CQ facets suggests 

that generic "cultural awareness" electives may be mis-

specified relative to what the literature actually indicates is 

trainable: motivational and behavioural CQ likely require 

experiential, practice-based pedagogy of the kind Kolb's and 

Mezirow's traditions describe, while cognitive CQ is more 

amenable to conventional case-based or lecture instruction. 

For the extension toward international relations proposed in 

section 2.4, the framework would, if the cross-level parallel 

holds, offer foreign-service and diplomatic training 

institutions a similarly structured rationale for investing in 

experiential, staged intercultural training for personnel 

engaged in track-two or relationship-based diplomatic 

functions, rather than relying primarily on area-studies 

briefings of the cognitive-CQ type alone. 

 

6. Limitations 

The framework is conceptual and has not yet been tested 

against the longitudinal data its central moderation claim 

requires; until that study is conducted, the moderating role 

attributed to training structure remains a theoretically 

motivated proposition rather than a demonstrated effect. The 

model also treats CQ as measured at a single baseline point, 

when a more complete account might allow CQ itself to 

grow over the assignment period as a consequence of 

adaptation and training, rather than functioning purely as an 

exogenous antecedent — a feedback loop the present linear 

path model does not capture and which future, more 

dynamic specifications should consider. The extension to 

global leadership effectiveness and, further still, to 

international relations, is offered with appropriately greater 

caution than the core individual-level model: the leadership 

extension rests on a reasonably active empirical literature, 

while the international-relations extension is, at this stage, 

an analogical argument rather than one with a comparable 

evidence base behind it, and should be read as a direction 

for future interdisciplinary work rather than as an 

established implication of the model. 
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7. Conclusion 

This paper has proposed that cultural intelligence, 

psychological and sociocultural adaptation, and educational 

training — three constructs usually studied within separate 

literatures — are best understood as connected stages in a 

single developmental pathway, in which training structure 

determines how effectively a manager's cultural capability is 

converted into the adaptation that underlies successful 

international performance. The Cultural Intelligence–

Adaptation–Training framework developed here is offered 

as a testable, integrative structure rather than a finished 

empirical result, and a full longitudinal methodology has 

been proposed for validating its central claims among 

internationally assigned managers. Should the framework's 

moderation proposition hold, its clearest implication is that 

organisations investing in cultural intelligence at the point of 

selection, while under-investing in the structure and timing 

of the training that follows, are very likely leaving much of 

that initial investment's value on the table — a conclusion 

with relevance not only to international business 

management but, more speculatively, to the training of 

anyone whose effectiveness depends on building trust and 

functioning skilfully across cultural difference, global 

leaders and diplomatic practitioners included. 
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