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Abstract: Grounded in social cognitive career theory and cross-cultural adjustment frameworks, cultural 

intelligence (CQ) and cross-cultural adjustment are expected to be positively associated with international students’ 

career development during school-to-work transitions. However, the underlying mechanism of this association 

remains unclear. This study examines how CQ relates to career decision-making self-efficacy (CDMSE) through 

interaction adjustment among international students in Japan. An online survey was conducted with 91 international 

undergraduate students in Japan. Mediation analysis indicated that interaction adjustment mediated the positive 

relationship between CQ and CDMSE. The direct effect of CQ on CDMSE was positive but did not reach statistical 

significance after accounting for the mediating role of interaction adjustment. These findings suggest that CQ’s 

association with CDMSE is closely associated with interpersonal experiences in the host culture. The results also 

provide theoretical insights into the intercultural foundations of career development and practical implications for 

supporting international students in their career transitions. 

 

Introduction 

With the global increase in international 

student enrollment, host countries encounter 

considerable challenges in integrating 

international graduates into their labor markets. 

As competition for global talent intensifies, 

higher education institutions are under growing 

pressure to provide career support that facilitates 

successful employment after graduation. Japan, 

which is currently experiencing a rapid 

demographic decline, serves as a prominent 

example of this issue. The Japanese government 

has identified career support for international 

students as a key objective, aiming to raise their 

employment rate in Japan to 60% by 2033 

(Office of the Council for the Creation of Future 

Education, 2023). This policy context heightens 

expectations for higher education institutions in 

Japan to provide career services that meet the 

needs of international students from diverse 

backgrounds. However, meeting this policy goal 

ultimately depends on international students’ 

readiness to make career decisions. Such 

readiness cannot be assured solely through 

institutional career support; it also requires 

individual psychological capacity. 

A successful school-to-work transition 

(STWT), which links education to stable early-

career outcomes, is a core developmental task 

for international students (Blokker et al., 2023; 

Dong et al., 2025; Ng & Feldman, 2007). 

However, STWT is particularly complex in 

cross-cultural settings because cultural, 

linguistic, and institutional differences 

encountered in the host country can heighten 

uncertainty and limit access to career-relevant 

resources (Brunsting et al., 2018; Chai et al., 

2022). Therefore, exploring the psychological 

mechanisms that facilitate effective career 

decision-making under such conditions is 
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necessary for a comprehensive understanding of 

international students’ career development.  

Career decision-making self-efficacy 

(CDMSE) has been consistently linked to 

successful career transitions (Betz, 2000; Hou et 

al., 2019; Kvasková et al., 2023). However, 

general antecedents of CDMSE identified in 

prior research may not fully reflect the 

additional psychological demands that 

international students face while simultaneously 

navigating an unfamiliar cultural environment 

(Choi et al., 2012). Intercultural competencies 

such as cultural intelligence (CQ), an 

individual’s capability to function effectively in 

culturally diverse settings (Ang et al., 2007; 

Earley & Ang, 2003), are theorized to directly 

address these population-specific demands. CQ 

has been identified as a critical personal resource 

for making career decisions and entering the 

labor market in contexts of global mobility 

(Dong et al., 2025; Pham et al., 2024). This 

positions CQ as a distinct antecedent warranting 

closer examination in this context, and the 

present study adopts it as its focal 

operationalization of intercultural competencies. 

Research on this topic has largely focused on 

the relationship between CQ and adjustment 

outcomes and on relationships between 

psychological resources and career attitudes or 

behaviors (Presbitero & Quita, 2017; Setti et al., 

2022; Xiaoying et al., 2023). Nevertheless, the 

underlying developmental process linking CQ to 

CDMSE has not been sufficiently investigated, 

and little attention has been paid to how cross-

cultural adjustment is associated with CDMSE 

among international students during STWT. 

This gap is theoretically important. While CQ 

equips individuals with cognitive, motivational, 

and behavioral resources to navigate culturally 

diverse situations successfully, CDMSE 

develops through accumulated learning 

experiences, raising the question of how CQ 

becomes internalized as CDMSE. 

This study addresses this research gap by 

adopting a process-oriented perspective, that is, 

examining not only whether CQ relates to 

CDMSE but also the specific interpersonal 

experience through which that relationship 

unfolds. Drawing on social cognitive career 

theory (SCCT; Lent et al., 1994), the present 

study proposes that interaction adjustment 

mediates the relationship between CQ and 

CDMSE. By distinguishing between CQ as a 

distal personal resource and interaction 

adjustment as a proximal psychological factor, 

this study examines how CQ relates to CDMSE 

through interaction adjustment among 

international students in Japan. 

Literature Review 

CDMSE in STWT 

STWT encompasses more than the 

immediate change in employment status upon 

graduation. It involves a series of processes, 

including skill acquisition, job hunting, initial 

work experience, and psychosocial adaptation, 

that establish the foundation for long-term 

career development (Blokker et al., 2023; Ng & 

Feldman, 2007). CDMSE, the belief in one’s 

ability to complete tasks necessary for making 

effective career decisions (Betz et al., 1996), is a 

key psychological resource during STWT. 

Building on SCCT (Lent et al., 1994), CDMSE 

is conceptualized as a proximal determinant of 

career-relevant proactive behaviors during 

STWT. Previous studies have found that high 

CDMSE is associated with successful career 

exploration and satisfaction (Gushue et al., 

2006; Xin et al., 2020), whereas low CDMSE is 

associated with the avoidance of career 

decision-making (Akhtar et al., 2024; Santos et 

al., 2018). 

For international students, CDMSE may be 

particularly salient given the greater uncertainty 

they face during STWT than domestic students 

(Xiong et al., 2025). It encourages information 

collection, goal setting, and, ultimately, career 

decision-making in cross-cultural settings (Chai 

et al., 2022; Xiong et al., 2025). A meta-analysis 

indicated that CDMSE is shaped by various 

individual and contextual factors, such as self-

esteem, vocational identity, peer support, and 
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outcome expectations (Choi et al., 2012). 

Because these predictors have largely been 

established in domestic or culturally 

homogeneous populations, they may not 

sufficiently capture the demands that arise when 

career decision-making unfolds alongside 

ongoing cross-cultural adjustment, a defining 

feature of international students’ STWT 

experience. 

Although CDMSE has been widely 

recognized as a determinant of career-relevant 

behaviors among university students, relatively 

little attention has been paid to the process by 

which international students’ CDMSE is shaped 

during STWT. Existing studies on international 

students’ CDMSE have examined both direct 

predictors, including personality and 

socioeconomic factors (Jiang, 2014; Li et al., 

2024), and, more recently, moderating or 

mediating factors. For instance, the moderating 

role of acculturation in the relationship between 

career decision-making difficulties and CDMSE 

(Li & Lindo, 2022) and the mediating role of 

bicultural self-efficacy in the relationship 

between acculturation and CDMSE (Jin et al., 

2022) have been explored. Nevertheless, no 

study has examined the roles of CQ and 

interaction adjustment in relation to CDMSE 

through the theoretical lens of SCCT among 

international students in Japan. This study 

addresses this research gap by adopting the 

process-oriented perspective, situating CDMSE 

within the broader context of international 

students’ adjustment experiences in host 

societies. 

 

CQ as a Distal Career Resource 

CQ refers to an individual’s ability to 

function effectively in culturally diverse 

contexts (Earley & Ang, 2003). As a 

subdimension of social intelligence, alongside 

emotional intelligence, CQ is distinctive in its 

focus on cognitive and behavioral flexibility in 

culturally diverse situations (Crowne, 2009). 

Previous research has primarily examined CQ in 

a business context (Earley & Ang, 2003; Li & 

Middlemiss, 2022).  

Earley and Ang (2003) proposed that CQ 

comprises four dimensions. Metacognitive CQ 

refers to the psychological processes for 

acquiring and interpreting cultural knowledge. 

Cognitive CQ encompasses the knowledge of 

different cultural systems and values. 

Motivational CQ refers to individuals’ interest, 

motivation, and confidence in intercultural 

interactions. Behavioral CQ is the ability to use 

appropriate verbal and nonverbal behaviors in 

intercultural settings. Empirical research has 

indicated that CQ has a positive relationship 

with cross-cultural adjustment and interpersonal 

functioning (Setti et al., 2022). Furthermore, CQ 

enables international students to overcome 

cultural barriers, facilitate adjustment, develop 

interpersonal relationships, and enhance 

academic performance (Iskhakova, 2018; 

Xiaoying et al., 2023). Nevertheless, little is 

known about CQ’s effects on international 

students’ career attitudes or behaviors (Balin et 

al., 2024; Chai & Park, 2025). 

 

Interaction Adjustment as a Proximal 

Psychological Factor 

Interaction adjustment represents one 

dimension of cross-cultural adjustment, which 

refers to the degree of psychological comfort 

individuals experience in a host culture (Black 

et al., 1991). Although cross-cultural adjustment 

was originally investigated as an indicator of 

expatriates’ success during overseas 

assignments, its applicability to student 

populations has since been validated 

(Muzychenko & Morozova, 2025). Empirical 

research has highlighted the role of cross-

cultural adjustment in success in cross-cultural 

environments (Han et al., 2022). More recently, 

the importance of cross-cultural adjustment in 

the career development of ethnic and racial 

minorities has been emphasized (Avalos & 

Flores, 2016; Ojeda et al., 2011). 

Black et al.’s (1991) cross-cultural 

adjustment framework distinguishes the 
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subdimensions of general adjustment, work 

adjustment, and interaction adjustment. 

Interaction adjustment captures the quality of 

interpersonal relationships with host nationals. 

Given that career development in culturally 

unfamiliar environments fundamentally 

involves interpersonal processes, including 

networking, information seeking, and social 

learning (Nadermann & Eissenstat, 2018), 

interaction adjustment may be crucial for 

international students’ STWT. Successful 

interactions with peers, university officials, local 

community members, and supervisors or 

coworkers at part-time jobs provide 

international students with social capital and 

career-relevant feedback and information. 

Drawing on Bandura’s (1986) social 

cognitive theory and its application to SCCT, 

CDMSE can develop through four types of 

experience: previous personal performance 

accomplishments, social persuasion, vicarious 

learning (or modeling), and psychological and 

affective states (Lent et al., 1994; Lent et al., 

2017; Lent & Brown, 2019). From this 

perspective, interaction adjustment could serve 

as a proximal experiential mechanism that 

translates CQ into concrete learning 

opportunities within a host society. Unlike 

general adjustment, which encompasses 

everyday living situations, and work adjustment, 

which centers on institutional functions, 

interaction adjustment directly involves 

interpersonal engagement that fosters 

confidence in making career-relevant decisions.  

 

Integrating CQ, Interaction Adjustment, and 

CDMSE 

Together, CQ, interaction adjustment, and 

CDMSE are theoretically interconnected 

variables in the context of international students’ 

STWT. A process-oriented perspective accounts 

for how individual cultural resources are linked 

to CDMSE. Within SCCT, learning experiences 

function as the central mechanism through 

which self-efficacy develops (Lent et al., 1994). 

Interaction adjustment can be understood as a 

source of such learning experiences within the 

host cultural context, as interpersonal 

experiences in the host society facilitate 

relationship building, social interaction, and 

participation in community activities among 

international students (Nadermann & Eissenstat, 

2018). Accordingly, interaction adjustment is 

positioned as the mediating pathway in the 

relationship between CQ and CDMSE. 

CQ may facilitate successful interaction 

adjustment. Individuals with high levels of CQ 

demonstrate an ability to interpret culturally 

unfamiliar situations, adjust their behavior, and 

sustain motivation in intercultural environments 

(Ang et al., 2007; Earley & Ang, 2003; Li & 

Middlemiss, 2022). These abilities may 

facilitate daily communication with host 

nationals (Wawrosz & Jurásek, 2021). In turn, 

successful interaction adjustment promotes the 

career attitudes and behaviors needed to develop 

a career path, even in culturally unfamiliar 

contexts (Nadermann & Eissenstat, 2018).  

Theoretically, CQ may also relate directly to 

CDMSE. SCCT further specifies that person 

inputs, which are relatively stable personal 

characteristics, are related to self-efficacy both 

directly and indirectly through learning 

experiences (Lent & Brown, 2019). As a distal 

personal resource, CQ may support the 

development of CDMSE. Metacognitive and 

motivational CQ, in particular, may help 

individuals interpret and regulate their 

approaches to complex, culturally embedded 

career decisions, consistent with previous 

findings that CQ relates to career confidence 

among culturally mobile populations (Presbitero 

& Quita, 2017). Interaction adjustment is 

therefore expected to partially, rather than fully, 

account for the relationship between CQ and 

CDMSE. 

 

Research Gap and Hypotheses 

Despite the growing interest in international 

students’ career development, several gaps 

remain in the literature. First, empirical research 

on the relationships among CQ, cross-cultural 
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adjustment, and career development has largely 

been conducted among working professionals 

and expatriates (Setti et al., 2022; Sri Ramalu et 

al., 2010). Such studies examine outcomes such 

as work adjustment or performance, whereas 

less attention has been paid to international 

students as a study population (Chai & Park, 

2025; Li & Middlemiss, 2022). Specifically, 

research on international students in Japan 

remains limited, even though they are expected 

to play an active role in the Japanese labor 

market. 

Second, many previous studies have 

incorporated CDMSE into models as an 

independent, mediating, or moderating variable 

to examine its relationships with behavioral 

outcomes (Gushue et al., 2006; Santos et al., 

2018; Zhou et al., 2024). SCCT positions 

learning experiences as central to the 

development of CDMSE. However, the 

understanding of how CQ translates into such 

learning experiences in the context of 

international students’ STWT remains limited. 

Therefore, further research examining the 

development of CDMSE among student 

populations in cross-cultural settings is needed 

(Chai & Park, 2025).  

Third, although cross-cultural adjustment is 

conceptualized as a multidimensional construct, 

research has not sufficiently clarified the roles of 

its subdimensions. In other words, the distinct 

roles of these subdimensions in career 

development remain poorly understood despite 

the recognized importance of cross-cultural 

adjustment in the career context. Given that 

interactions with the host society can be 

positively associated with international students’ 

career development, understanding the role of 

interaction adjustment is critical (Nadermann & 

Eissenstat, 2018).  

Considering these research gaps, 

comprehensively examining how CQ, as a distal 

personal resource, relates to CDMSE through 

interaction adjustment experiences remains 

essential. Additionally, SCCT indicates that such 

person inputs can also relate directly to self-

efficacy, independent of specific learning 

experiences (Lent & Brown, 2019); CQ may 

therefore also be directly associated with 

CDMSE. Addressing these gaps will help 

develop an integrated understanding of how CQ 

supports international students’ career 

development. Therefore, this study proposes a 

mediation model that integrates CQ, interaction 

adjustment, and CDMSE (see Figure 1). 

Accordingly, this study proposes the following 

hypotheses. 

Hypothesis 1. Interaction adjustment mediates 

the positive relationship between CQ and 

CDMSE. 

Hypothesis 2. CQ is positively related to 

CDMSE. 

 

Figure 1  

Hypothesized Mediation Model 

 

 
 

Note. N = 91. CQ = cultural intelligence; CDMSE = 

career decision-making self-efficacy. 

Method 

Participants 

Ninety-one international undergraduate 

students enrolled as regular students at 

universities in Japan completed an online survey. 

Responses were considered invalid if the same 

response option was selected for all items within 

each scale; however, no such cases were 

identified. Therefore, all responses were treated 

as valid and included in the data analysis. 

Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 37 years (M 

= 22.98, SD = 3.19), and they represented 

multiple academic years. Among the 91 
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respondents, 35 (38.5%) identified as male, and 

56 (61.5%) identified as female. Participants 

reported academic majors in the social sciences 

and humanities (41.8%), STEM fields (46.2%), 

and other disciplines (12.1%). In terms of region 

of origin, 15 (16.5%) were from East Asia, 72 

(79.1%) were from Southeast Asia, and four 

(4.4%) were from other regions. Self-rated 

Japanese language proficiency varied across 

participants, reflecting different levels of 

exposure to and experience in Japan. 

Measures 

Cultural Intelligence 

CQ was measured using the Cultural 

Intelligence Scale (Ang et al., 2007), which 

comprises 20 items across the metacognitive, 

cognitive, motivational, and behavioral CQ 

subscales. A sample item is “I enjoy living in 

cultures that are unfamiliar to me.” Items are 

rated on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 

one (strongly agree) to seven (strongly disagree). 

The original validation study reported subscale-

level Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranging 

from .70 to .88 across samples, consistent with 

the scale’s four-factor design (Ang et al., 2007). 

In the present study, internal consistency for the 

total 20-item CQ score was .94, indicating good 

internal consistency. 

Interaction Adjustment 

Interaction adjustment was assessed using the 

Cross-Cultural Adjustment Scale (Black & 

Stephens, 1989). Only the interaction 

adjustment subscale was used to align with the 

research aim. The interaction adjustment 

subscale, which assesses how well individuals 

feel adjusted to interacting with host nationals, 

comprises four items. A sample item is 

“Interacting with host nationals on a day-to-day 

basis.” Items are rated on a five-point Likert 

scale ranging from one (very well adjusted) to 

five (very unadjusted). The original study 

reported a reliability coefficient of .89 for this 

subscale (Black & Stephens, 1989). In the 

present study, internal consistency for the 

subscale was .90, indicating good internal 

consistency. 

CDMSE 

Fifteen items were selected from the 

shortened CDMSE scale (Betz et al., 1996). 

Török et al. (2017) found that a model 

comprising three items from each of the five 

subdimensions of CDMSE (self-appraisal, 

gathering occupational information, planning, 

goal selection, and problem solving) fit the data 

better than the 25-item model while maintaining 

reliability. This 15-item structure was adopted in 

the present study to balance measurement 

reliability and respondent burden across 

multiple scales. A sample item is “Decide what 

you value most in an occupation.” Items are 

rated on a five-point Likert-type scale ranging 

from one (complete confidence) to five (no 

confidence at all). Török et al. (2017) reported 

subscale-level reliabilities ranging from .69 

to .75 for the 15-item short form. In the present 

study, internal consistency for the scale was .93, 

indicating good internal consistency. 

Demographic Variables 

Information on respondents’ grades, majors, 

ages, genders, nationalities, length of residence 

in Japan, English and Japanese language 

proficiency, and intended postgraduation career 

paths was collected as demographic information. 

Procedure 

The questionnaire was administered in 

English and Japanese. The original English 

version of the questionnaire was translated into 

Japanese using the back-translation method. 

First, two native Japanese speakers, one of 

whom was the author, each prepared a separate 

Japanese version and then integrated the two 

versions into a single version. A native English 

speaker then back-translated the Japanese 

version into English. The original English 

version and the back-translated English version 

were compared. Finally, based on a pilot test 

with six international students fluent in either 

English or Japanese, formatting adjustments 

were made. The items, which were originally 
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presented in a grid format, were reformatted as 

individual questions based on participants’ 

feedback that some items were difficult to read 

on screen. 

Ethical approval was obtained from the 

institutional ethics committee of the author’s 

university. Participants were recruited through 

online channels, bulletin boards, and in-person 

classes for international students at four 

universities in Japan: two national, one public, 

and one private. Because recruitment relied on 

open calls through these channels, a response 

rate could not be calculated. Of the 91 

respondents, 61 (67%) completed the English 

version of the survey, and 30 (33%) completed 

the Japanese version. Data were collected from 

September 30, 2025, to January 11, 2026. All 

respondents provided informed consent before 

proceeding with the questionnaire. 

All items in the CQ, interaction adjustment, 

and CDMSE scales were initially scored such 

that higher scores corresponded to lower levels 

of the underlying construct. All items were 

therefore reverse-scored before analysis so that 

higher scores consistently reflected higher levels 

of each construct. Given that high internal 

consistency (α = .90–.94) was observed across 

all three scales, reverse-scoring was not 

considered to compromise data quality. 

Composite scores were then calculated for CQ, 

interaction adjustment, and CDMSE. 

SPSS (version 30) was used to calculate 

descriptive statistics for all measures. The 

hypothesized mediation model was tested using 

the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Model 4). 

Internal consistency was assessed using 

Cronbach’s alpha. The internal consistency of 

the total scales was satisfactory, with Cronbach’s 

α values of .94 for CQ, .90 for interaction 

adjustment, and .93 for CDMSE. Cronbach’s α 

coefficients for the CQ and CDMSE subscales 

ranged from .70 to .92. A bootstrapping 

procedure was employed to address potential 

small-sample bias. Indirect effects were 

estimated using 5,000 bias-corrected bootstrap 

samples with 95% confidence intervals. 

Multicollinearity was assessed before 

conducting the mediation analysis. Variance 

inflation factor values for all explanatory 

variables in each regression equation were less 

than two, indicating that multicollinearity was 

not a concern. Given the modest sample size (N 

= 91), a Monte Carlo sensitivity power analysis 

(Schoemann et al., 2017) indicated that the 

present approach had 80% power to detect a 

standardized indirect effect of 

approximately .10–.12, well below the observed 

standardized indirect effect of .27. 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation 

Analysis 

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics and 

Pearson correlation coefficients for CQ, 

interaction adjustment, and CDMSE. The 

correlation analyses indicated that CQ was 

moderately to highly correlated with interaction 

adjustment (r = .56) and CDMSE (r = .48). 

Interaction adjustment was also strongly 

correlated with CDMSE (r = .62). By 

conventional benchmarks (Cohen, 2013), the 

correlations between CQ and interaction 

adjustment and between interaction adjustment 

and CDMSE represent large effect sizes, while 

the correlation between CQ and CDMSE 

represents a medium effect size. 

Mediation Analysis 

In the mediation analysis, CQ was specified 

as the independent variable, interaction 

adjustment was specified as the mediator, and 

CDMSE was specified as the dependent variable. 

Because gender, length of residence in Japan, 

and Japanese language proficiency may 

influence international students’ access to 

interpersonal exchanges and career-relevant 

information, they were included as covariates.  
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Table 1  

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analysis Results 

 Range M SD 1 2 3 

1. CQ 1–7 5.26 0.95 -   

2. Interaction Adjustment 1–5 3.66 0.87 .56*** -  

3. CDMSE 1–5 3.57 0.74 .48*** .62*** - 

Note. N = 91. Scores reflect values after reverse-scoring the original survey items, such that 

higher scores indicate greater CQ, interaction adjustment, and CDMSE. 

*** p < .001 

 

High levels of language proficiency and 

exposure to the host culture can promote social 

integration (Wei, 2025). Furthermore, previous 

research has documented gender differences in 

CDMSE or other career exploration behaviors 

(Kleine et al., 2021). 

The results indicated that CQ was a 

statistically significant positive predictor of 

interaction adjustment (b = 0.50, SE = 0.09, 95% 

CI [0.32, 0.67], p < .001), even after controlling 

for covariates. None of the covariates (gender, 

length of residence in Japan, and Japanese 

language proficiency) significantly predicted 

interaction adjustment in this model. When 

predicting CDMSE, interaction adjustment had 

a statistically significant positive effect (b = 0.42, 

SE = 0.08, 95% CI [0.26, 0.59], p < .001). In 

contrast, the direct effect of CQ on CDMSE was 

positive but did not reach statistical significance 

(b = 0.15, SE = 0.08, 95% CI [−0.01, 0.31], p 

= .069). Among the covariates, gender 

significantly predicted CDMSE (b = −0.25, SE 

= 0.12, 95% CI [−0.49, −0.03], p = .046; gender 

was coded 0 = male, 1 = female), indicating that 

male participants reported higher CDMSE than 

female participants. Length of residence in 

Japan and Japanese language proficiency were 

not significant predictors of CDMSE. 

CQ had a statistically significant total effect 

on CDMSE (b = 0.36, SE = 0.08, 95% CI [0.20, 

0.51], p < .001). The indirect effect of CQ on 

CDMSE through interaction adjustment was 

also statistically significant (b = 0.21), with a 

95% bootstrap confidence interval that did not 

include zero [0.10, 0.47]. These findings 

indicate that interaction adjustment significantly 

mediates the relationship between CQ and 

CDMSE. 

Summary of Hypothesis Testing 

The results supported Hypothesis 1, which 

proposed that interaction adjustment mediates 

the positive relationship between CQ and 

CDMSE. Hypothesis 2, which proposed a direct 

positive relationship between CQ and CDMSE, 

was not supported: the direct effect was positive 

but did not reach statistical significance (p 

= .069). 

Based on the results, Figure 2 illustrates the 

tested mediation model. 

 

Figure 2  

Tested Mediation Model 

 

 
Note. N = 91. CQ = cultural intelligence; 

CDMSE = career decision-making self-

efficacy. Path a = CQ → interaction 

adjustment; path b = interaction adjustment → 

CDMSE; path c′ = direct effect of CQ on 

CDMSE. Values are unstandardized path 

coefficients. The dashed line indicates the 
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direct path from CQ to CDMSE, which did not 

reach statistical significance (p = .069). The 

indirect effect (a × b) was 0.21, with a 95% 

bias-corrected bootstrap CI of [0.10, 0.47], 

based on 5,000 bootstrap samples 

*** p < .001. 

Discussion 

This study examined the relationships among 

CQ, interaction adjustment, and CDMSE among 

international undergraduate students in Japan, 

with a particular focus on the mediating role of 

interaction adjustment. The findings are 

consistent with a process-oriented model in 

which CQ relates to CDMSE in part through 

interaction adjustment within the cultural 

context of the host country, suggesting that 

interpersonal engagement may play a role in the 

development of international students’ CDMSE 

in culturally unfamiliar environments.  

The results suggest that interaction 

adjustment significantly mediates the 

relationship between CQ and CDMSE, 

supporting Hypothesis 1. The direct effect of 

CQ on CDMSE did not reach statistical 

significance after accounting for interaction 

adjustment (p = .069). However, given the 

modest sample size, this result should not be 

interpreted as conclusive evidence that CQ has 

no meaningful direct effect on CDMSE. This 

pattern is consistent with interaction adjustment 

functioning as a proximal mechanism through 

which CQ, a distal personal resource, may be 

linked to concrete developmental experiences. 

Future research with larger samples is needed to 

clarify whether an independent direct effect of 

CQ exists. 

Previous research similarly indicates that CQ 

facilitates cross-cultural adjustment. For 

example, Sri Ramalu et al. (2010) found that CQ 

was positively associated with all 

subdimensions of cross-cultural adjustment 

among Malaysian expatriates, and Setti et al. 

(2022) demonstrated that CQ was related to 

performance directly and indirectly through 

work adjustment among expatriates working in 

the oil and gas industry. Although these studies 

differ from the present study in the sample and 

dependent variable, their findings are consistent 

with the present study’s theoretical model, in 

which CQ and interaction adjustment together 

may relate to career-relevant outcomes. The 

present study also extends recent research on 

international students, suggesting that culturally 

oriented competencies relate to CDMSE 

through various pathways. Specifically, 

acculturation is indirectly linked to CDMSE 

through networking among Korean 

international students in the United States 

(Nadermann & Eissenstat, 2018), and integrated 

orientation buffers the negative relationship 

between career decision-making difficulties and 

CDMSE (Li & Lindo, 2022). 

According to SCCT, CDMSE develops 

through career-relevant learning experiences. 

Interaction adjustment may represent the 

contextual pathway through which learning 

experiences are developed in a cross-cultural 

environment. Successful interpersonal 

engagement with host nationals can provide 

positive learning experiences, such as personal 

performance accomplishments through 

collaborative activities, social persuasion 

through feedback or encouragement from others, 

and vicarious learning through observation of 

peers who undertake job-hunting activities. In 

this sense, interaction adjustment reflects 

psychological comfort in the host culture and 

functions as an important factor in the 

developmental process that supports CDMSE 

within social interactions. This study contributes 

to the application of SCCT in cross-cultural 

contexts by identifying interaction adjustment 

as a source of career-relevant learning 

experiences for international students in Japan. 

Distinguishing between distal and proximal 

factors clarifies the theoretical contribution of 

the present study. CQ can be considered a distal 

personal resource that provides cognitive, 

motivational, and behavioral support for 

navigating culturally diverse situations. These 

capabilities appear to be associated with career 
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outcomes through interpersonal engagement. 

Therefore, interaction adjustment can be 

considered a proximal contextual factor that 

provides access to career-relevant learning 

experiences. This conceptual differentiation 

clarifies the mechanism linking CQ and 

CDMSE. 

An additional finding was that gender was 

related to CDMSE. Male participants showed 

higher CDMSE than female participants after 

controlling for CQ, interaction adjustment, and 

other covariates. Prior research examining the 

effect of gender on CDMSE has reported 

inconsistent results: some studies have reported 

higher CDMSE among males than among 

females, while others have found no gender 

difference or higher CDMSE among females, 

depending on the study population and cultural 

context (Kleine et al., 2021). Because the 

present study treated gender as a covariate rather 

than a focal variable, this finding should be 

interpreted with caution. Future research 

examining gender as a primary predictor could 

clarify its role in CDMSE among international 

students. 

The findings should also be interpreted in 

light of the Japan-specific cultural and 

institutional context. The Japanese labor market 

has a highly structured and time-bound 

recruitment system for new graduates (Conrad 

& Meyer-Ohle, 2019). For international 

students, participation in this system depends 

not only on formal qualifications but also on 

Japanese language proficiency and familiarity 

with Japanese workplace norms, which are 

typically acquired through sustained interaction 

with host nationals (Breaden, 2014). In this 

context, the role of interaction adjustment in 

linking CQ and CDMSE may become 

particularly salient. 

Collectively, these findings indicate that 

international students’ career development 

cannot be captured solely by individual 

capabilities or contextual factors. Rather, 

CDMSE is shaped through the dynamic 

interplay between cross-cultural resources and 

successful social adaptation. By integrating CQ, 

interaction adjustment, and CDMSE, this study 

provides refined insights into how STWT 

unfolds in cross-cultural contexts. 

 

Practical Implications 

The study’s findings have several practical 

implications for career support practitioners at 

higher education institutions. First, 

interventions to improve international students’ 

knowledge or awareness of the host culture may 

not be sufficient on their own to develop 

CDMSE. Although such interventions may 

strengthen the cognitive aspect of CQ, the 

findings suggest that the developmental impact 

of CQ depends on the quality of interpersonal 

engagement with host nationals. Therefore, 

higher education institutions should design 

structured cross-cultural experiences to promote 

effective interpersonal engagement, including 

peer mentoring, community-based collaborative 

learning, and employer engagement activities, 

thereby providing the social conditions 

necessary for international students to translate 

CQ into CDMSE. Second, career support 

services could be made more effective by 

integrating career education and cross-cultural 

adjustment strategies. Creating environments 

that enable international students to have 

successful interpersonal experiences helps them 

build the confidence to take action and engage 

in career decision-making. For instance, 

experiential programs that connect international 

students with professionals in the community 

may simultaneously provide career-relevant 

learning and enhance adjustment to the host 

society. This strategy aligns with the 

developmental perspective of SCCT, which 

emphasizes experiential learning over 

information or skill training (Lent & Brown, 

2019).  

 

Limitations and Future Research Directions 

Several limitations of this study should be 

acknowledged. First, because of its cross-

sectional design, the direction of the observed 
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relationships among variables cannot be 

identified. For instance, international students 

with high CDMSE may be able to navigate 

interpersonal relationships in the host culture 

confidently, thereby promoting better 

interaction adjustment. The present study cannot 

eliminate the possibility of such a reverse or 

reciprocal pathway. Although the proposed 

mediation model is theoretically grounded, 

future research could employ a longitudinal 

design to examine developmental trajectories. 

Second, the proposed model did not account for 

other established predictors of CDMSE, such as 

personality, social support, career adaptability, 

career barriers, and prior international 

experiences. Future research could consider 

such variables as covariates or antecedents in 

the model. Third, self-report measures may be 

subject to common-method bias. Although the 

present study employed validated scales and the 

results were robust, future research could collect 

and analyze multisource data to further 

strengthen measurement validity. Fourth, the 

study’s sample size was limited given the size of 

Japan’s international student population. The 

sample composition was skewed: 79% of 

participants were from Southeast Asia, while the 

proportions of participants from East Asia and 

other regions were low. Additionally, 

institutional differences among the four 

universities were not examined. Such 

differences, including institutional support for 

international students and the diversity of 

students and faculty members, could influence 

international students’ adjustment experiences. 

These characteristics limit the generalizability 

of the findings across regional and institutional 

contexts. Fifth, because the present study 

focused on international students in Japan, it 

remains unclear whether the observed CQ–

interaction adjustment–CDMSE pathway 

reflects a general psychological process or one 

shaped by characteristics unique to Japanese 

higher education or labor market contexts. 

Cultural distance between students’ home 

countries and the host country, for example, has 

been shown to influence the salience of CQ or 

cross-cultural adjustment (Setti et al., 2022). 

This suggests that the pathway observed in the 

present study may vary across host-country 

contexts. Future research comparing this model 

across host countries could help clarify its 

generalizability beyond the present sample. 

Conclusion 

This study indicates that interaction 

adjustment mediates the positive relationship 

between CQ and CDMSE among international 

students in Japan. Identifying this mediation 

pathway contributes to the theoretical 

understanding of how intercultural capabilities 

are associated with the self-beliefs needed for 

career decision-making. Specifically, the 

findings suggest that interaction adjustment may 

function as a key experiential learning process 

associated with CDMSE through relationship 

building, socializing, and community 

engagement. This study highlights the 

importance of considering both individual CQ 

and contextual cross-cultural adjustment 

processes in understanding STWT among 

international students. From a practical 

perspective, universities and career support 

professionals should provide opportunities for 

interpersonal engagement, such as peer 

mentoring, collaborative learning experiences, 

and structured cross-cultural experiences, in 

addition to enhancing international students’ 

intercultural knowledge. 
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