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Abstract 
This study investigated the relationship between different domains of cultural adaptation 
among international students in Japan and the moralization of culture-specific norms. 
Newcomers may adapt certain norms of the host culture and ascribe moral meanings to 
initially nonmoral activities or objects. Building on the existing model of sociocultural 
adaptation, we investigated how different types of sociocultural adaptation are associated 
with the moralization of Japanese cultural norms. For international students in Japan, 
there are three aspects of sociocultural adaptation: academic, daily living, and 
interpersonal. Our results showed that cultural adaptation in the interpersonal domain, but 
not in the academic and daily living domains, predicted harsher moral judgments of 
behaviors that violated Japanese cultural norms. These findings suggest that international 
students who are well adjusted in the interpersonal domain gain an understanding of what 
is sanctioned in the Japanese cultural context and come to see certain behaviors as morally 
appropriate. We discuss several implications for further investigating the moralization of 
certain behaviors within the context of acculturation.  



Introduction 
One challenge for newcomers is to learn what is morally sanctioned in the new 

cultural context and to behave in line with these cultural norms. Given that human 
sociality is built on morality (Haidt, 2008), learning cultural norms should be a critical 
part of cultural adaptation, but little is known about the role of cultural adaptation in 
understanding morality sanctioned in the new culture. Cultural adaptation is multi-
faceted and entails a psychological process through which newcomers adjust themselves 
to a new life in a different cultural context (Takai, 1989). In the process, newcomers 
may discover that behaviors that had no moral significance in their country of origin are 
morally significant in the host country. Moralization is the process through which an 
individual attaches moral meaning to neutral behaviors and attains new behavioral 
repertoires (Rozin, 1999). In this study, we set out to investigate the associations 
between the three domains of cultural adaptation (academic, daily living, and 
interpersonal) and the moralization of Japanese cultural norms among student 
sojourners in Japan. 

The Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology-
Japan (2008) had announced a strategic plan to recruit 300,000 international students 
from a broader diversity of countries by offering full scholarship, housing opportunities, 
and English-taught courses. Consequently, the 2019–2020 academic year saw Japan 
hosting 312,214 international students with the annual increase still in momentum, 
showing 12,234 students (4.4 %) increase from the previous year (Japan Student 
Services Organization, 2020). 

While the government mentions social engagement as one of the important 
factors that contribute to the quality of student experience, most universities tend to 
focus more on the academic program rather than on cultural adjustment. MEXT had 
encouraged top-ranked universities with incentives to offer both undergraduate and 
graduate degree programs taught entirely in the English language, to cater to students 
who lack adequate Japanese language ability. However, such over-accommodation only 
encouraged the separation between international students and Japanese students (Jiang, 
Ikegami, & Osawa, 2017), which had traditionally been an issue in Japanese educational 
cross-cultural exchange. International students often complain of feeling isolated from 
the Japanese student community, and desire more opportunities for social engagement 
with the hosts (Simic-Yamashita and Tanaka, 2008). 

Two dimensions of adaptation, psychosocial and sociocultural, have been 
proposed in the acculturation literature (Searle & Ward, 1990; Ward & Kennedy, 1999). 
In this study, we focus on sociocultural (behavioral) adaptation, which entails the ability 



to assume the integrative aspects of a new culture through cultural learning and social 
skills acquisition (Searle & Ward, 1990). These two types of cultural adaptation are best 
examined separately (Ward, Okura, Kennedy, & Kojima, 1998). A variety of factors, 
including the length of stay in the host culture, language proficiency, the amount of 
contact with the locals, and cultural knowledge have been found to predict levels of 
sociocultural adaptation across different acculturation contexts (Ward & Kennedy, 1993; 
Ward et al., 1998; Zlobina, Basabe, Paez, & Furnham, 2006). 

To date, several sociocultural domains of acculturation have been proposed 
(Navas et al., 2005), but little is known about the relationship between sociocultural 
adaptation and the understanding of morality. Also, the models have been tested 
exclusively on long-term immigrants of Western contexts (Zhang & Goodson, 2011). 
More studies are needed to understand how short-term sojourners, such as international 
students, adapt new cultural norms to navigate their life smoothly in the new 
environment (Brunsting, Zachry, & Takeuchi, 2018). Studies on sociocultural adaptation 
among international students in Japan have focused on the three dimensions of cultural 
adaptation: academic, daily living, and interpersonal and found that the three domains 
are differentially associated with adaptation predictors and outcomes (Simic-Yamashita 
& Tanaka, 2010). In this study, we recruited short-term and long-term student sojourners 
and investigated how three domains of sociocultural adaptation are associated with the 
understanding of culture-specific norms in the moral domain that is operationalized as 
moralization. 
Moralization 

According to the theory of moralization (Rozin, 1997, 1999), previously neutral 
activities may become morally meaningful once they are associated with moral values. 
In particular, positive or negative moral values become associated with initially neutral 
(nonmoral) activities or objects. Moralization may occur at a macro (e.g., within a 
cultural group) or a micro (e.g., individual) level (Horberg, Oveis, Keltner, & Cohen, 
2009; Rozin, 1999). The moral belief system can be spontaneously modified by 
moralization, and the individual acquires a new and enduring behavioral repertoire that 
is in line with the new moral belief (Rottman, Young, & Kelemen, 2017; Rozin, 
Markwith, & Stoess, 1997). 

Previous studies on moralization have focused on changes in moral beliefs and 
attitudes within a cultural context. Today, in the age of globalization, more people live 
and work in foreign countries than in the past; thus, they have more opportunities to 
come into contact with a new culture. Acculturation encompasses a wide array of 
psychosocial and behavioral changes within an individual, and his or her personal 



values may also change (Marín & Gamba, 2003). Because cultures differ in terms of 
what moral values are more important than others and what is morally appropriate 
(Miller, Bersoff, & Harwood, 1990), in the process of acculturation, a shift in the 
individual’s moral value system should occur. Particularly, newcomers should undergo a 
process of moralization through which they learn about norms in the host culture by 
observing and interacting with local people and gradually adjusting their behaviors in 
accordance with the values of that culture. 

One question of interest is, do short-term sojourners experience the 
transformation of neutral behaviors into morally significant ones, or is such 
moralization more characteristic for long-term migrants? Past studies on moralization 
focus on a gradual acquisition of moral values (Rozin, 1999), but accumulating 
evidence indicates that moralization may entail both gradual and more immediate 
processes (Landy & Goodwin, 2015). For example, psychological experiments have 
shown that moral attitudes could be shifted by simple manipulations (Valdesolo & 
DeSteno, 2006), and a fast, intuitive judgment process influences moral cognition 
(Haidt, Koller, & Dias, 1993). However, such findings are limited to the experimental or 
Western contexts (Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010). We cannot be certain about 
their durability nor permanence. The issue of short-term moral attitudes in real life 
settings need be addressed. Applying the psychological concept of moralization to the 
acculturation model of sociocultural adaptation would help us to understand how people 
acquire new notions of morality when they come into contact with a new culture. 
Japanese cultural norms 

Japanese cultural norms are founded on concerns for relational harmony, and 
self-regulating behaviors are essential for maintaining harmony (Hashimoto & 
Yamagishi, 2013; Yuki, 2003). In Japanese culture, many norms involve indirect 
communication skills that require discerning others’ feelings and intentions (Midooka, 
1990). In a group discussion, for instance, the Japanese seek to reach complete 
unanimity rather than to compare and evaluate different views (Honda et al., 2017). The 
tendency to seek agreement without discussion is also evident in social relationships 
with varying degrees of intimacy, and failure to do so may cause relational discord 
(Tanaka & Fujihara, 1992). In short, relational harmony is the core of Japanese social 
relationships, and many cultural norms involve maintaining harmony by conforming 
with the majority or behaving in line with what others would approve. 
Honda and her colleagues (2016) developed a scale to measure the extent to which an 
individual uses moral foundations that are based on Japanese cultural norms for moral 
judgments. The dominant theories and measures of human morality are based on the 



premise that the human moral system is built on several innate and universally shared 
moral foundations (Graham et al., 2013). Cross-cultural investigations of morality have 
been using the dimension of individualism/collectivism (Miller et al., 1990), but 
considerable variations exist within the cultural context defined by the dimension. For 
example, Japan and China are categorized into collectivistic using the dimension, but 
Chinese international students find many Japanese cultural norms for interpersonal 
harmony unfamiliar or difficult to comprehend (Mao & Daibo, 2016). 
Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationships between three 
types of cultural adaptation (academic, daily living, and interpersonal) and moral 
judgments that involve understanding of Japanese cultural norms among international 
students in Japan. We conducted this study in Japan for two reasons. The first reason is 
that the Japanese language is spoken only in Japan, and many norms arising from that 
language are not shaped by those of other cultures. Hence, Japanese norms are quite 
unique, and difficult to comprehend to newcomers, including those from Asian countries 
(Mao & Daibo, 2016; Tanaka & Fujihara, 1992). The other reason is that Japanese 
cultural norms are not communicated explicitly, and therefore, require implicit learning 
through extensive interaction with native speakers (Midooka, 1990). We chose to focus 
on students as targets of this study, due to their varied length of stay in the host country, 
and their high motivation to learn the Japanese language and culture. We predicted that 
student sojourners would learn Japanese cultural norms from native Japanese speakers. 
Assuming that the understanding of Japanese morality is attained rapidly or gradually, 
we also predicted that their length of stay would be unrelated. That is, student 
sojourners who had successfully adapted to Japanese social relationships would show a 
tendency to make harsh judgments of behaviors that violate Japanese cultural norms. 
These harsh moral judgments would reflect that they had moralized Japanese cultural 
norms. 
 
Methods 
Procedures 

The participants chose from three languages (Japanese, English, and Chinese) 
with which to take the survey. No student chose the Japanese version. They completed 
the survey online or in paper-and-pencil format of their choice. 
Demographics 

The participants were asked to indicate their age, gender, country of origin, and 
length of residence in Japan. Self-rated language proficiency was not included because 



with one exception (Simic-Yamashita & Tanaka, 2010), studies have failed in gaining 
evidence that language proficiency is instrumental in predicting cultural adaptation 
among student sojourners in Japan (Jiang et al., 2017). For example, higher proficiency 
in Japanese was associated with lower sociocultural adjustment (Takai, 1989) and 
weaker connectedness to the Japanese community (Tanaka et al., 1994). Moreover, 
international students with higher Japanese skills and longer residence in Japan reported 
more dissatisfaction in relationships with the Japanese (Iwao & Hagiwara, 1987). 

 

 
 
Sociocultural Adaptation Scale (SCAS) for international students in Japan 

To measure sociocultural adaptation, we chose the SCAS (Ward & Kennedy, 
1999) because it has been proven effective across various cultural backgrounds on 
student sojourners (Renner, Salem, & Menschik-Bendele, 2012). We used a modified 
SCAS for international students in Japan, as developed by Simic-Yamashita and Tanaka 
(2010), who extracted items from the SCAS and, used exploratory factor analysis to 
establish a scale for measuring sociocultural adaptation of international students 
specifically in the Japanese context. One methodological issue in acculturation studies is 
that psychological measures should be specific to the target group (Matsudaira, 2006). 
Acculturation experiences should be assumed to be unique to the particular group of 
people being studied, within specific situations and contexts, and using study methods 
best suited for the occasion (Bornstein, 2017). 

The SCAS for international students in Japan consists of three subscales with 18 

Table 1 
Sample Characteristics 
Gender Female = 76 Male = 45 Missing = 1 
Length of residence (in months) 2−12 51 (41.8%) 
 13−24 31 (25.4%) 
 25−36 14 (11.6%) 
 Over 37 26 (21.2%) 
Geographic area Africa 3 (2.5%) 
 Europe 5 (4.1%) 
 East Asia (China) 78 (63.9%) 
 East Asia (Others) 6 (4.9%) 
 South East Asia 16 (13.1%) 
 Western Asia/Middle East 8 (6.6%) 
 America/South America 2 (1.6%) 
 Oceania 1 (0.8) 
Note. N = 122. East Asia (Others) include: Korea, Mongolia, and Taiwan 

  



items: 1) Academic adaptation (e.g., “Understanding what is required from you at 
university”, “Coping with academic work”, and “Expressing your ideas in class”), 2) 
Daily living (e.g., “Finding your way around”, “Using the transport system”, and 
“Getting used to the pace of life”), and 3) Interpersonal adaptation (e.g., “Making 
friends”, “Dealing with people of higher status”, and “Understanding jokes and 
humor”). The response scale used a five-point scale ranging from 1 (Extreme difficulty) 
to 5 (No difficulty). Higher scores indicate higher cultural adaptation in the domain. 
Cronbach’s alphas were .71 (academic adaptation), .75 (daily living), and .82 
(interpersonal adaptation). 
Moralization of Japanese cultural norms 

We used a subscale of the Japanese Moral Foundation Questionnaire (JMFQ: 
Honda et al., 2017), which measures an individual’s reactions to violations of Japanese 
cultural norms in the domains of muenryo (no enryo) and immodesty. The original 
version of the JMFQ consists of three subscales: After consulting with collaborators and 
two international students from diverse cultural and religious backgrounds, we omitted 
items that illustrated unfamiliar situations for people from other cultures (e.g., “Not 
cheering for your homeroom team in a school sports competition”). Items that 
illustrated an occupational setting were excluded because they may be unfamiliar to 
university students (e.g., “Sitting in a manager’s chair”). After excluding inappropriate 
items, we had five remaining items, including “Opposing when everyone else in your 
group agrees”, “Ordering a dish that is different from everyone else’s”, “Crying when 
everyone else is laughing”, “Leaving a party before your guests leave”, and “Selling a 
thing that you got from a friend.” The third and fourth authors, and one volunteer 
(international student) checked the moral items as to whether they reflect moral values 
that are different from their own cultures’. 

There are three ways to measure moralization of certain values: moral 
judgments, moral attitudes, and expansiveness of moral consideration (Rhee, Schein, & 
Bastian, 2019). In this study, we used moral judgments to measure the extent to which 
an individual moralizes Japanese cultural norms. Participants were presented with five 
statements of behaviors that transgressed Japanese cultural norms because reactions to 
moral transgressions tend to be more prominent than morally desirable behaviors, which 
are likely to be taken for granted (Haidt et al., 1993). The participants responded to each 
transgression (“Please rate the extent to which each behavior is morally appropriate for 
you, using the following scale”), using a six-point scale ranging from 0 (Definitely 
appropriate) to 5 (Not appropriate at all). Higher scores indicate harsher moral 
judgments and higher moralization. Cronbach’s alpha was .72. 



 
Results 

Means, standard deviations, correlations, and Cronbach’s alphas are provided in 
Table 2. Length of stay was positively correlated with adaptation in the academic 
domain, r = .27, p = .001. Moralization of Japanese cultural norms was positively 
related to adaptation in the interpersonal domain, r = .23, p = .005. There were no 
gender differences in any of the variables. Therefore, we omitted gender from further 
analyses. 

 

 
 

Multiple regression analysis was conducted to ascertain whether the three types 
of cultural adaptation predicted moral judgments that involved Japanese cultural norms. 
Length of stay was included because it has been found to influence the acculturation 
process (Huff, Song, & Gresch, 2014) together with the three types of cultural 
adaptation (academic, daily living, and interpersonal). The results are provided in Table 
3. In the model, cultural adaptation in the interpersonal domain positively predicted 
harsher judgments of violating Japanese cultural norms, β = .24, t = 2.05, p = .043, CI 
[.008, .477]. Age was also a positive predictor, β = .31, t = 3.24, p = .002, CI 
[.134, .556]. The regression model was significant, F(5, 112) = 3.99, p = .002, R2adjusted 
= .11. 

For additional analysis, we included the country of origin as a predictor. The 
country of origin that was measured as a nominal variable was coded as a categorical 

Table 2 
Means, Standard Deviations, Correlations and Cronbach Alphas 
Key variables 1 2 3 4 5 
1. Length of stay (months) −− .27** .03 .08 −.05 
Cultural adaptation      
2. Academic  −− .55*** .54*** .13 
3. Daily living   −− .61*** .08 
4. Psychosocial    −− .23* 

5. Moralization     −− 
M  

(SD) 
24.09 

(26.79) 
19.29 
(3.63) 

28.24 
(3.93) 

22.23 
(5.00) 

12.88 
(5.15) 

Cronbach alpha  .71 .75 .82 .72 
Note. N = 122, p*< .05, p**< .01, p***< .001.  

  



variable by region. The results showed that the country of origin was not a significant 
predictor, β = .001, t = .02, p = .988, CI [-.762, .773]. Cultural adaptation in the 
interpersonal domain, but not in the academic and daily living domains, predicted 
harsher judgments (interpersonal: β = .24, t = 2.03, p = .045, CI [.006, .480]; academic: 
β = .04, t = .32, p = .752, CI [-.276, .381]; daily living: β = -.10, t = -.85, p = .401, CI 
[-.440, .177]). Age and length of stay were also significant predictors (age: β = .32, t = 
3.19, p = .002, CI [.135, .581]; length of stay: β = -.20, t = -2.07, p = .041, CI [-.076, 
-.002]). 

 

 

 
Considering that over 60 % of international students were from China, we coded 

the country of origin as 0 = China, 1 = others, and included the predictor to the 
regression model. Length of stay and the country of origin were negatively associated 
with moralization of Japanese cultural norms (length of stay: β = -.20, t = 2.10, p = .038, 
CI [-.073, -.002]; country of origin: β = -.22, t = 2.33, p = .022, CI [-4.423, -.357]). 
Cultural adaptation in the interpersonal domain remained as a significant predictor, β 
= .24, t = 2.05, p = .02, CI [.008, .477]. 
 
Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to test a moralization hypothesis that cultural 
adaptation in the interpersonal domain is associated with the moralization of certain 
behaviors that are sanctioned in the host culture. We aimed to build on the model of 
cultural adjustment by Ward and colleagues (Searle & Ward, 1990; Ward & Kennedy, 
1993, 1999) by adding morality to the domain of sociocultural adaptation. To this end, 
we investigated the associations between three types of cultural adaptation (academic, 

Table 3 

Multiple Regression Analysis Predicting Moralization of Japanese Moral Values 
Predictors β t CI 

 Age  .31** 3.24 .134, .556 

Length of stay (months) −.19† −1.95 −.072, .001 

Cultural adaptation    

 Academic .04 .31 −.270, .371 

 Daily living −.10 −.88 −.438, .169 

 Interpersonal .24* 2.05 .008, .477 

Note. N = 122. p* < .05, p** < .01. 

 



daily living, and interpersonal) and moral judgments that relate to Japanese cultural 
norms among student sojourners in Japan. Our results showed that adaptation in the 
interpersonal domain, predicted harsher judgments of behaviors that violate Japanese 
cultural norms. 

These results imply that international students learn cultural norms through daily 
interactions with close Japanese friends. Midooka (1990) noted that Japanese tend to 
disclose their true feelings or intentions exclusively to close others, suggesting that 
those international students who have close host ties are the ones that have the 
opportunity to learn and adopt cultural norms, and hence, are able to navigate social 
interactions smoothly. To this effect, past findings on value transmission have indicated 
that normative values are transmitted from someone who has been socialized in the 
context to a close other in the acculturation process (Phalet & Schonpflug, 2001). 

An interesting finding was that when the country of origin was entered into the 
regression model, it negatively predicted harsher judgments of behaviors that violated 
Japanese cultural norms. In particular, Chinese international students were less likely 
than those from the other countries to moralize Japanese cultural norms. This is in line 
with the culture-specific hypothesis of acculturation model (Bornstein, 2017), backed by 
findings of Zlobina et al. (2006) that factors predicting sociocultural adaptation is 
specific to the cultural group. In addition, Renner et al. (2012) found that German 
student sojourners in Austria had adaptation issues specific to the interpersonal domain, 
while they had no difficulties in academic performance. From these findings, we 
conclude that geographic proximity, cross-linguistic similarity, and the compatibility 
between the country of origin and destination country in terms of cultural orientation 
(collectivism/individualism) may not be effective predictors of acculturation outcomes 
when ethnic tension prevails within the host culture. Perhaps, in the case of Chinese 
students in Japan, due to territorial disputes and other political friction between Japan 
and China, either or both the hosts and the sojourners had negative attitudes toward each 
other, making it difficult for them to assume Japanese values of morality. 

To this effect, the interactive acculturation model (IAM: Bourhis, Moise, 
Perreault, & Sen ́ecal, 1997) focuses on the propensity of the sojourner toward 
acculturation, and the interaction of that of the hosts. IAM proposes that both parties 
must be willing to accommodate to each other to realize quality intergroup interaction. 
While language proficiency and having similar cultural orientations certainly seem to be 
antecedents for a successful intergroup relationship (such as between the British and 
Americans), they are not adequate to mitigate political and economic grudges between 
the countries in question. In our study, although Japan and China are geographically 



close, and both cultures are based on Confucianist tradition, the territorial, economic, 
and political tensions undermine what should be a harmonious relationship (Takamatsu 
& Takai, 2014). Asian international students in Japan have reported experiencing racial 
discrimination much more than Western students (Iwao & Hagiwara, 1987). Such 
experiences may impede their willingness to emulate Japanese culture, and to this fact, 
Yamazaki (1993) noted that internationals who had not experienced discriminating 
attitudes by the locals had more favorable attitudes toward Japanese cultural practices. 

Building on the IAM, the relative acculturation expanded model (RAEM; Navas 
et al., 2005) postulated that preferred acculturation strategies and the actual 
implemented strategy vary, depending on aspects of daily living (e.g., work, family 
relations, religious beliefs, customs, and ways of thinking). Most acculturation models, 
including the IAM and RAEM models, have not been tested on the student population 
(Smith & Khawaja, 2011). To clarify the relationship between the country of origin and 
moralization of norms in the acculturating culture, future studies should take account 
the role of acculturation orientations endorsed and actually adopted by student sojourner 
groups and host majority students in several sociocultural domains. One practical 
implication is that university programs that successfully reduce discordance in ideal and 
real acculturation orientations between the host and international students may reduce 
sociocultural adaptation problems and promote not only academic productivity, but also 
cultural exchange (Wekullo, 2019). 

Finally, one significant strength of this study was that the measure of cultural 
adaptation was developed specifically for the target group. Because acculturation 
experiences have been found to depend on a wide variety of demographic and 
ecological factors, empirical studies should use a measure that is specific to the group 
under investigation (Matsudaira, 2006). Using the context-specific measure, we found 
that adaptation in the academic domain was positively correlated with length of study 
but not with the moralization of Japanese cultural norms. Academic success predicts 
self-efficiency and student satisfaction (Mak, Bodycott, & Ramburuth, 2015), but has 
little effect on understanding the moral significance of culture-specific norms. It is 
possible that international students can attain academic success, but not sociocultural 
adaptation in the interpersonal domain, without understanding Japanese cultural values. 
Limitations and Future Directions 

The link between understanding of morality in the new culture and acculturation 
introduced by this study has opened the door to further examination of this relationship. 
While we focused on sociocultural adaptation in three domains (academic, daily living, 
and interpersonal), acculturation strategies may also involve marginalization or 



separation from the host culture (Barry, 2001; Sam & Berry, 2010), and this is one 
possibility that we had overlooked. Based on past findings (Berry & Sabatier, 2011; 
Berry, Phinney, Sam, & Vedder, 2006; Inoue & Ito, 1997), acculturation styles with low 
sociocultural adaptation outcomes should be negatively associated with moralization. In 
contrast, student sojourners who have adopted an assimilation acculturation strategy 
should have higher cultural adaptation levels and show more moralization of culture-
specific norms (Ward & Rana-Deuba, 1999). 

A second shortcoming was that we did not check whether participants had 
already been amenable to Japanese moral values before arriving to Japan. Students may 
have already been aware of Japanese cultural norms, and felt that they were more in 
consistency to their own moral values than their home culture. To address this issue, 
future studies should check to see if participants had chosen to study in Japan 
anticipating that its values were in consonance with their own. 

One other concern of this study was that the sample of international students was 
not large, hence groups other than the Chinese were underrepresented. Samples should 
encompass a wide variety of factors underpinning sociocultural adaptation for structural 
model testing, such as region of origin, second and third language proficiency, previous 
experience in study abroad in general and in the host country, extent of knowledge of 
host culture, and acculturation attitudes of international students and locals. In this 
study, language proficiency was not included in the regression model, given the weak or 
curvilinear relationship between Japanese language skills and acculturation outcomes 
among international students in Japan (Iwao & Hagiwara, 1987; Simic-Yamashita & 
Tanaka, 2010; Takai, 1989; Tanaka, Takai., Kohyama., & Fujihara, 1994), unlike 
acculturation studies conducted in Western contexts (Brunsting et al., 2018; Zhang & 
Goodson, 2011). However, English may be more useful than the local language in some 
contexts, such as the host institution’s campus, which highlight their internationalism 
(Simic, Tanaka, & Hasegawa, 2006). Because English is regarded to have much higher 
ethnolinguistic vitality than the Japanese language, the host students may have not 
expected international student to have mastered the Japanese language, making non-
Japanese speakers more desirable, leading to high sociocultural adaptation for those 
with high English skills, not Japanese. On the other hand, in less international 
campuses, English proficiency may not be associated with sociocultural adaptation 
because Japanese students feel incompetent in speaking in English (Simic-Yamashita & 
Tanaka, 2008; Takai & Ota, 1994). Future studies should clarify the relationship 
between the second (Japanese) and third (English) language skills, sociocultural 
adaptation, and understanding of morality in the new culture. 



 
Conclusions 

The results of our study has added to the existing model of sociocultural 
adjustment, as well as the moralization literature, by providing evidence that even short-
term sojourners can learn culture-specific morality through interacting with the locals, 
and the individual’s moral evaluation of a given action may shift toward what is valued 
in the host culture. Morality is not only about what is ethically permissible, but also 
about how people think and behave (Haidt, 2008). Our findings suggest that moral 
values can be re-shaped by experience, and within the context of acculturation, 
sojourners may experience changes in their moral attitudes irrespective of their length of 
residence in the host culture. 
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