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Abstract  
This study aimed to investigate the relationship between Iranian EFL Learners’ Cultural intelligence (CQ) and their 
performance on the IELTS Listening Module. Sixty advanced EFL students majoring in English translation at 
University of Zanjan were matched for the study through the Oxford Quick Placement Test. Cultural Intelligence Scale 
developed and validated by Ang et al. (2007) was used to assess the participants' cultural intelligence. The IELTS 
Listening Module and the Cultural Intelligence Scale were administered to the participants who were willing to take 
part in this study. The correlational analysis of the results revealed that there exists a statistically significant relationship 
between EFL learners’ CQ and their performance on IELTS Listening Module. Furthermore, running multiple 
regression analysis indicated that of the four components of CQ (i.e. metacognitive, cognitive, behavioral, and 
motivational CQs), motivational CQ is the best predictor forthe listening ability of EFL learners. The findings of the 
study highlight the importance of incorporating programs for teaching culture in the EFL classroom, as enhancing 
cultural intelligence related skills at schools and universities can promote better communicational skills.  
Keywords: Culture, cultural intelligence (CQ), teaching culture, listening comprehension, EFL learners 
1.  Introduction 
Inarguably, nowadays English is used as a lingua franca, a common means of communication between peoples of 
various languages and cultures. In such context, cultural knowledge is considered not only as an indispensable aspect of 
communicative competence, but also an integral aspect of second language pedagogy. In other words, learning the 
target language's culture has proved to be both the means and ends for language teaching. Attempting to learn a new 
language, learners are expected to familiarize themselves with the target culture in order to become proficient in that 
language. Some EFL learners may not be adequately knowledgeable or familiar with the cultural norms of the target 
language; this may result in an invisible communicative barrier that considerably affects their communication skills. In 
this regard, for the students who learn English as a foreign language, curriculum designers should incorporate sufficient 
materials in the course books so as to enhance the students' cultural competence.  
Increasing EFL learners’ cultural intelligence (CQ) can facilitate the learning process in the English classroom. Cultural 
intelligence is defined as the individual's ability to function effectively in multicultural environments. The reason for 
including teaching culture in the curricula is because it provides teachers and learners with an insight to cultural norms 
and differences. In fact, enhancing the students' CQ not only promotes better communicative skills, but also facilitates 
academic success. 
On the other hand, listening comprehension is a complex process and crucial in the development of foreign language 
competence. While the importance of CQ in learning a foreign (or a second) language is emphasized by language 
teachers and curriculum designers, studies that exclusively address the relationship between CQ and receptive skills 
such as listening and reading are not many in the Iranian context. This study investigates the relationship between 
Iranian EFL learner’s cultural intelligence and their performance on the IELTS listening module. 
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2. Previous Studies 
2.1 The Importance of Culture in Language Teaching 
What is the definition of culture in general, and its place in language teaching in particular? Giroux (2000) defines 
culture as "the site where identities are constructed, desires mobilized, and moral values shaped." (p. 132). Richards and 
Schmidt consider culture as "the set of practices, codes and values that mark a particular nation or group: the sum of a 
nation or group’s most highly thought of works of literature, art, music, etc." (2010, p. 151). Some scholars, (Chastain, 
1988; Thanasoulas, 2001, Kramsch, 2013) have distinguished between Capital C and small c cultures. Kramsch argues 
that Big C culture is "the hallmark of the cultivated middle-class" and "the culture traditionally taught with standard 
national languages." This includes "teaching about the history, the institutions, the literature and the arts of the target 
country […] bound up with notions of the ‘good’ and ‘proper’ way of life" (2013, p.66). In other words, Big C culture 
incorporates the nation's record of its historical, cultural, literary, political, and economic heritage. Small c culture, on 
the other hand, "includes the native speakers’ ways of behaving, eating, talking, dwelling, their customs, their beliefs 
and values". This highlights "the sociolinguistic appropriateness of language" (Kramsch, 2013, p.67), and teaching 
culture is gaining its deserving place in language learning and pedagogy (Baker, 2011). According to Richards and 
Schmidt,  

The cultural dimension of language learning is an important dimension of second language studies. 
Education is seen as a process of socialization with the dominant culture. In foreign language teaching 
the culture of the language may be taught as an integral part of the curriculum. (2010, p. 151) 
 

Kramsch also observes that, 
Despite the considerable amount of research dedicated to defining the nature, importance and place of 
culture in foreign language study (see e.g., Byrnes, 2002;Kramsch 1993, 1997, 1998; Lange & Paige, 
2003; Risager, 2006, 2007), culture remains a hotly debated issue in the teaching of foreign languages 
around the world. The debates involve school curricula, language teachers and language learners. 
(2013, p. 58) 
 

In this regard, numerous studies in the literature argue that language and culture are interrelated (Dai, 2011; Heileman& 
Kaplan, 1985; Kramsch, 1998; Peck, 1998; Savignon&Sysoyev, 2002; Sellami, 2000; Zhao, 2010; Thanasoulas, 2001), 
and that they are best acquired together (Schulz, 2007). Therefore, teaching culture in the EFL classroom is often 
regarded as an integral component of most language courses (Brown, 2000). 
Various justifications have been proposed for the significance of culture in second/ foreign language learning. 
According to Gence and Bada (2005) teaching L2 is erroneous and incomplete if L2 students know little about the 
people who speak the target language or the country in which the target language is spoken, language learning will 
seem senseless. Byram and Flemming (1998) also declare that target language culture should be taught along with the 
other four skills. Pulverness (2003) suggests that language may seem senseless for foreign language learners if they 
know nothing about the people who speak the target language. McDevitt (2004) argues that it is impossible to imagine 
learning another language disregarding its culture, since learning a foreign languageremains a challenge as it explores 
the norms, habits, and values cherished by the speakers of the target language. As language reflects cultural norms, 
studying language inherently exposes learners to the target culture. According to Gao (2006), “the interdependence of 
language learning and cultural learning is so evident that one can conclude that language learning is culture learning and 
consequently, language teaching is cultural teaching” (p.59). Gaoalso argues that foreign language teachers should 
consider the place of cultural studies in foreign language classroom and try to enhance students' cultural awareness and 
improve their communication competence. Wang (2008) believes that, “foreign language teaching is foreign culture 
teaching, and foreign language teachers are foreign culture teachers” (p.4). 
Silberstein (2001) believes that grammatical knowledge is not enough to guarantee good and appropriate 
communication. Teaching a language is more than teaching its grammar, phonology, and lexis. Teaching cultural norms 
in a non-judgmental way is of prime significance. Linguistic competence alone is not enough for learners of a language 
to be competent in that language (Krasner, 1999). 
2.2 Cultural Intelligence 
The notion of cultural intelligence has been described as a “new kid on the block”(Gelfand, Imai & Fehr, 2008, 
p.376).Cultural intelligence is defined as the capability to function effectively in culturally diverse contexts (Ang& Van 
Dyne, 2008; Earley&Ang 2003); it is “a set of capabilities comprising mental, motivational and behavioral components 
that focus specifically on resolving cross-cultural problems” (Ng, Van Dyne &Ang, 2012. p. 29). Cultural intelligence is 
regarded as essential for effective business and successful engagement in any environment or social setting (Ang, Van 
Dyne, Koh, Ng, Templer, Tay, &Chandrasekar, 2007). Therefore, knowledge of one’s cultural intelligence provides 
insights into one’s capability to cope with multicultural situations. It also demonstrates how one engages in cross-
cultural interactions as well as how one performs effectively in culturally diverse settings. The concept of CQ was 
examined by (Early, 2002; Early &Ang, 2003) to explore the individuals' differences in effectively communicating 
across cultures. According to Early &Ang (2003), having a high level of cultural intelligence means that individuals are 
more able to extract and logically interpret information gathered from cross cultural interactions, and are more flexible 



ALLS 7(3):13-20, 2016                                                                                                                                                      15 
in adjusting to different settings. Early and Ang's (2003) conceptualization of CQ is based on Sternberg's (1986) 
multiple-loci-of-intelligence framework. They argued that CQ is comprised of metacognitive, cognitive, motivational, 
and behavioral dimensions which impact functioning in culturally diverse settings. 
Meta-cognitive CQ is defined as “an individual’s cultural consciousness and awareness during intercultural interactions. 
Metacognitive CQ focuses on higher-order cognitive processes, and involves capabilities to plan, monitor, and revise 
mental models of cultural norms” (Koh, Joseph, & Ang, 2009, p. 8). Cognitive CQ refers to “a person’s knowledge and 
understanding of how cultures are similar to and different from each other” (Khodadady & Ghahari, 2011, 
p.66).Motivational CQ refers to a person's high ability, motivation, and interest to learn and function confidently in 
culturally diverse situations (Bandura, 2002). Behavioral CQ is a person’s capability to show proper verbal and non-
verbal conduct when interacting with people from different cultures. 
2.3 Listening Ability and Culture 
According to Bakhtiarvand and Adinevand (2011), culture is “an inseparable part of the way in which we live our lives 
and the way we use language, [and] an important requirement for learning spoken English, is the acquisition of cultural 
knowledge”(p.112).With respect to listening comprehension, which is the focus of the current study, there is an overall 
consensus among the researchers on the considerable role of prior and cultural knowledge (Muller, 1980; Othman 
&Vanathas, 2004;Sadeghi&Zare, 2002). Sadighi and Zare (2002) have explored the effect of background knowledge on 
listening comprehension. The participants in their study were two TOEFL preparation classes allocated to EFL learners. 
The experimental group received some treatment in the form of topic familiarity, and their background knowledge was 
activated. Then a 50-item TOEFL test of listening comprehension was administered to both experimental and control 
groups. A statistical analysis of the results provided some evidence in support of the effect of background knowledge on 
listening comprehension. 
Gebhard (2000) proposes that background knowledge relates to one's real world experiences and expectations. This 
knowledge is very important when we consider the language processing problems of students. Listening then is not only 
concerned with identifying the linguistic features of the text but also with  matching speech with what the listener 
already knows about the topic. He further adds that in the process of listening, comprehension can only occur when the 
listener can place what he hears in a context. If the listener knows something about the speakers and his intention, 
comprehension is much easier. Familiarity with the topic makes listening easier for the listener as he is able to relate to 
his own background knowledge. 
3. Objectives of the Study 
This study investigates the relationship between Iranian EFL Learners’ Cultural intelligence (CQ) and their 
performance on the IELTS Listening Module. 
3.1 Research Questions 
1) Is there a significant relationship between Iranian EFL learners’ cultural intelligence and their performance on the 
IELTS Listening Modules? 
2) To what extent do components of CQ predict EFL learners’ performance on the IELTS listening Modules? 
4. Methodology 
4.1 Participants and Settings 
The subjects of this study included 60 advanced students (both male and female) who were selected via a standard test 
(Oxford Quick Placement Test). Their age ranged from 19 to 24 (M= 21.5 and SD= 1.87).They were homogenous in 
terms of major (they also had listening course during the semester, English education background, and proficiency level 
(i.e. advance).They were all native speakers of Persian. 
4.2 Instrumentation 
The present study used two sets of instruments: 1) An IELTS listening test, and 2) The 20-item four-factor CQs Test (or 
the CQ Scale). To gather the required information on the subjects' performance on listening, an IELTS Listening test 
extracted from IELTS Master class by Harris and May (2008) was used. It included four parts. Each part consisted of a 
number of recorded conversations. The test was consisted of 40 questions. Each item was assigned a score of one. The 
reliability of IELTS scores, based on Cronbach Alpha was 0.912. 
The second instrument was the Cultural Intelligence Scale. Cultural Intelligence Scale (The CQS) is rated on a five-
point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 5(strongly disagree). It took the students approximately 10 
minutes to complete the test. The test provided a total score of CQ ranging from 41 to 101. In order to increase the 
participants' comprehension of the questions and avoid misinterpretation of the statements, the Persian version of the 
CQ items was employed. Using Cronbach Alpha formula, the reliability of the CQ test was estimated to be 0.82. 
4.3 Data Collection Procedure 
As mentioned above, in this study 3 questionnaires were used: Oxford Quick Placement Test, IELTS Listening Test, 
and Cultural Intelligence Sale (2007). The questionnaires were administered in two sessions. In the first session a 
proficiency test (Oxford Quick Placement Test) was administered in order to homogenize participants in terms of their 
proficiency level (i.e. advance level learners).They were instructed to code their answer sheets and use the same code in 
the second session.  
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In the second session, the IELTS listening test was administered in the language laboratory. The participants listened to 
four recorded conversations. After each conversation, they were instructed to answer a set of questions. The completion 
of the listening comprehension test took approximately 60 minutes. Immediately afterwards the CQ scale was 
administered. It took around 15 minutes for the participants to answer the 20 questions of the CQ test.  
4.4 Data Analysis 
SPSS (version 16) was used to analyze the collected data. The reliability of the tests was estimated via Cronbach Alpha. 
Statistical analyses and both descriptive and inferential statistics were used to test the hypotheses: 
H0 1: There is no significant relationship between Iranian EFL learners’ cultural intelligence and their performance on 
the IELTS Listening Module. 
 H0 2: None of the factors of cultural intelligence can predict EFL learners’ performance on the IELTS Listening 
Module. 
5. Results 
5.1 Descriptive statistics 
Initially, descriptive statistics were computed for all instruments employed in this thesis. The results of descriptive 
statistics (i.e., mean, minimum, maximum and standard deviation) for continuous variables, namely, cultural 
intelligence and its four components (meta-cognitive, cognitive, motivational, behavioral CQs), and the IELTS listening 
test are displayed in Table1. 

 
Table 1. Descriptive statistics for EFL learners’ IELTS listening test and CQ 

 
5.2 Investigation the First Question 

The first question was meant to establish if there is a significant relationship between participants’ CQ and their 
performance on the IELTS Listening test. A Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient was computed to assess 
the relationship between EFL learners’ cultural intelligence and their performance on IELTS listening test. Table 2 
shows the results of the analysis. 

Table 2. Pearson correlation between IELTS Listening Test and CQ 

 
As indicated in Table 2, a significant positive correlation was found between CQ and IELTS Listening test. [r =.42, n = 
60, sig = .000, p<.05]. This correlation coefficient indicates a moderate relationship between CQ and IELTS Listening 
test. Thus the first null hypothesis is rejected and it is confirmed that there is a significant relationship between the 
learners' CQ and their performance on the IELTS listening test. 

5.3 Investigation the Second Question 

The second research question of the study dealt with the predictive power of CQ on EFL learners' performance on the 
IELTS Listening Module. In order to answer this question, the data was run through a multiple regression in which a 
stepwise method was applied in forming the regression models. In the current study, the listening scores were set as the 
dependent variable, whereas the four components of CQ (metacognitive CQ, cognitive CQ, motivational CQ, and 
behavioral CQ) were set as the independent predictor variables. Preliminary analyses were conducted to ensure non-
violation of the assumptions of normality1, linearity2 or multicollinearity3 (Figure 1 and Figure 2). 

 

 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 
IELTS Test 60 4 29 14.05 5.97 

CQ 60 41 101 69.57 9.80 
Meta-cognitive 

CQ 
60 5 21 13.93 2.36 

Cognitive CQ 60 11 30 18.91 3.39 
Motivational 

CQ 
60 5 26 18.78 3.68 

Behavioral CQ 60 9 185 19.43 19.03 

 CQ score listening score 

CQ score 

Pearson Correlation 1 .429* 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 

N 60 60 
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Figure 1 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2 
 
 
Table 3. Model Summary of Stepwise Multiple Regression 

a. Predictors: (Constant), Motivational CQ score 

  Table 4. ANOVA Results 

   a. Predictors: (Constant) Motivational CQ 
   b. Dependent variable: listening score 

Table 3 reveals which variables are important in predicting higher score bands in the IELTS Listening Module. As 
indicated in Table 3, among the subscales of the CQ, motivational CQ is the best predictor of EFL learners’ listening 
ability. Regression analysis showed R squared=.248 and according to Table 4, the results were significant (sig=.043, 
p<.05). This proves that 24.8% of the variance of the listening achievement (dependent variable) is accounted for by the 

                                                      
1 -The data is normally distributed. 
   -There is a straight line relationship between the dependent and independent variables. 
   -There are no predictors in the model which are correlated and provide redundant information about the response. 

Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the 
Estimate 

1 .498 .248 .039 5.85839 

Model Sum of Squares df Mean Square    F Sig. 

1 Regression 144.782 1 144.782 4.219 .043a 

Residual 2677.018 78 34.321   

Total 2821.800 79    
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independent variable (motivational CQ) in the model as indicated by the R squared (R² =.248,p<.05). In other words, 
24.8% of variance of IELTS Listening scores can be explained by motivational CQ scores. 

 
Table 5. Regression Coefficientsa and Significance 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

a. Predictors in the Model: (Constant), Motivational CQ score 
 
Table 6. Excluded Variablesb 

b. Dependent Variable: listening score 

As shown in Table 5, one measured variable (factor) was included in the regression model that related to the listening 
achievement by advance EFL learners. (B=.368, t=2.054, sig = .000, p<.05). Also, Table 6 shows the statistics of 
variables which have been removed in the model (behavioral, sig=.593, p<.05; cognitive CQ, sig=.256, p<.05; 
metacognitive CQ, sig=.800, p<.05). 

6. Conclusion and Discussion 
As the findings of this study reveal, EFL learners’ cultural intelligence has a significant relationship with their 
performance on IELTS Listening Module. It means that those EFL learners who have higher CQ are more successful in 
the IELTS Listening Test and vice versa. This finding is in line with findings obtained in studies conducted by 
(Rafieyan, Golerazeghi & Orang, 2015; Ghonsooly & Shalchy 2013; Fatemi, Najafzade & Sadeghzade, 2015), who 
found a strong positive relationship between cultural intelligence, pragmatic comprehension, speaking and writing 
ability, and job satisfaction, respectively. The results also confirm findings by Khodadady and Ghahari (2012), 
indicating that cultural intelligence as measured by CQS is negatively associated with TOEFL and its structure subtest. 
The findings conflict with Azizi, Fatemi, Pishghadam and Ghapanchi (2015), who found no significant relationship 
between CQ and total cultural attachment. 
The results also indicated a significant positive relationship between the two components of CQ, namely, metacognitive 
and motivational CQs, and IELTS Listening Module performance. Metacognitive CQ essentially enables one to acquire 
knowledge and develop strategies to adapt to the new environment; it reflects the mental capacity to acquire and 
understand cultural knowledge. Those with higher metacognitive CQ are aware of others’ cultural preferences before 
and during interactions (Ng & Early, 2006). 
Successful listeners are able to interpret what is going on in the speakers’ head as well as within the message and to 
make sense of culturally diverse settings and behaviors. Their higher level of metacognitive competence enables them 
to measure upon their cultural knowledge to make more sense of the different cultural context and handle it more 
effectively. This meta-competence equips them with the properties of awareness, planning, and checking, which are 
three sub-dimensions of metacognitive CQ. Through awareness, they come to realize that cultural differences exist 
between self and others. Finally, they are more likely to check and monitor if their expectations match what has 
culturally happened or communicated (Koh, Joseph & Ang, 2009). The outcomes in the study, suggest that successful 
listeners are consciously aware of their own as well as others’ cultural assumptions and values, deliberately plan for 
multicultural settings, and reflect and adjust their mental models accordingly. 
Apart from metacognitive competence, motivational CQ was found to have relationship with EFL learners’ 
performance on IELTS Listening Module. Individuals with high motivational CQ show interest, confidence, and drive 
to adapt cross-culturally. Successful listeners are motivated enough to face challenges, difficulties, and welcome social 
conflicts and contrasts. 
The second research question was to find out which types of CQ have more predictive power in predicting the EFL 
learners’ performance on IELTS Listening Module. Based on the findings, motivational CQ was found to be the best 
predictor of listening ability. This finding is in agreement with parallel studies by (Imai, 2007; Ghonsooly &Golparvar, 
2012; Peivandi, 2011) who found motivational CQ as the best predictor of writing ability and intercultural effectiveness 
respectively. Motivational CQ influences the achievement of language learners in listening comprehension tasks. 
Motivational competence mirrors the ability of directing energy towards finding out and taking part in multicultural 
situations (Leung & Ang, 2008). According to Gence and Bada (2005), one of the primary advantages of cultural 
discussions in language classes, is that they have always had a motivating effect on the language learner and the 

Model 

Unstandardized Coefficients 
Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. B Std. Error Beta 

1 (Constant) 7.144 3.426  2.085 .040 

Motivational CQ  .368 .179 .227 2.054 .043 

Model Beta In t Sig. 
1 Behavioral CQ     

Cognitive CQ .137a 1.144 .256 
Meta-cognitive CQ  -.033a -.254 .800 
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learning process. They offer learners, some assistance with noticing similarities and differences among diverse cultures. 
Having lived most of their lives in mono-cultural and monolingual environments, L2 students around the world are 
culture-bound individuals who tend to make inappropriate value judgments about their own as well as about others’ 
culture. This can lead them to consider the native speakers of their target language “as very peculiar and even ill-
mannered, which in turn, plays a demotivating role in their language learning process” (Gence & Bada, 2005, p.75).  
In an increasingly multicultural world, enhancing cultural awareness can lead to better results in the English classroom. 
The findings of this study, which showed a relationship between cultural intelligence and listening comprehension, may 
benefit teachers, researchers, and policy-makers and encourage them to incorporate lessons to increase the EFL 
student's cultural intelligence. Cultural awareness can aid more effective communication skills in a foreign context as 
well as real life situations.  
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