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Abstract: The present research concerns the extent to which explanations for desirable or undesirable
academic outcomes (grades) as well as cultural orientation could account for self-efficacy beliefs of
female undergraduate students from two societies with dissimilar cultural traditions. The United
States of America (U.S.) was selected for its individualistic culture, whereas the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia (KSA) was chosen for its mix of traditional collectivist and individualistic values. A matched-
pairs design ensured that students’ self-efficacy levels were equated between cultural groups (n = 560;
280 matched pairs). The research uncovered cultural differences in the choice of explanations and in
the extent to which explanations might contribute to self-efficacy beliefs. These findings represent
a blueprint for informing instructional interventions intended to effectively prepare students from
different cultures for academic success.

Keywords: cultural orientation; self-efficacy; causal attribution habits; women; gender; cross-national
differences; diversity

1. Introduction

The United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) list “inclusive and equi-
table quality education” as part of Goal #4, Education. Targets and indicators include the
elimination of gender disparities in education (Target 4.5), “global citizenship and appreci-
ation of cultural diversity” (Target 4.7), and effective learning environments (Target 4.a) [1].
To accomplish this goal, it is paramount to further our understanding of the role of cultural
differences in college students’ learning experiences. The present study contributes to
this understanding by analyzing the extent to which, and how, explanations for good and
poor academic outcomes and cultural orientation account for the self-efficacy beliefs of
female undergraduate students from two societies with dissimilar cultural traditions, the
United States of American and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA). The study employs a
matched-pairs design to control for students’ self-efficacy levels between cultural groups
(n = 560; 280 matched pairs). Its findings are important for guiding pedagogical approaches
that can effectively prepare students from varied cultural backgrounds for a successful
college experience.

General self-efficacy is a psychological attribute that indicates confidence in one’s
abilities to meet challenges and find solutions to problems [2–5]. It is thought to be a
motivational trait that is built on the cumulative successes and failures experienced by a
person across a variety of circumstances over the lifespan [6,7]. Self-efficacy is considered
to influence the initiation of actions, as well as the persistence with which people exercise
such actions when they face difficulties and challenges. It is also presumed to facilitate a
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person’s ability to adapt to new challenges and circumstances, thereby helping the person
to overcome difficulties and increasing resilience to stress [2,8,9]. In line with these findings,
self-efficacy is often reported to be positively correlated with college performance, though
the strength of this relationship varies [10–12], and mixed results exist, illustrating either a
negative relationship (reflecting the impact of over-confidence) or a null one [13–15].

Self-efficacy is a universal construct that generalizes across different cultures despite
the existence of group differences. To illustrate, one study reported that persons belonging
to individualistic cultures (e.g., western countries) have higher self-efficacy than those
belonging to collectivist cultures (e.g., Far East countries) [16]. However, Luszczynska
et al. [17] found variation in the general self-efficacy of participants from cultures that
differ in their individualistic and collectivistic values according to Hofstede’s scale [18]
(United States, Germany, Poland, Turkey, and Costa Rica), but not alongside cultural values.
Similarly, Crandall et al. [19] claimed that the general self-efficacy of young Qatari women,
whose cultural values are assumed to be predominantly collectivistic, was comparable to
that measured by Scholz et al. [16] in countries that vary in their emphasis on individual-
istic versus collectivistic values. Wu [20], in contrast, found no relationship between the
individualism/collectivism dimension and self-efficacy estimates.

Some studies have linked self-efficacy beliefs to particular causal attribution pref-
erences, especially in explanations of unpleasant outcomes (e.g., poor grades) [13,21].
Explanations may rely on internal or external (i.e., situational) causes, each varying in the
degree to which they reflect the power of personal agency (i.e., they are seen as control-
lable) [22]. Internal causes refer to attributes of a person, such as enduring dispositions
(e.g., abilities and personality traits) or variable states (e.g., exerted effort). Situational
causes refer to the context in which behavior is displayed, such as task difficulty, instructors’
biases, luck, and help from family or friends. Each of these causes may be perceived as
more or less beyond the agent’s control (e.g., effort versus luck). Causal attributions linked
to varying degrees of self-efficacy are pertinent and consequential to students’ success in
college [23,24]. Students with low self-efficacy may react defensively when things go wrong,
blaming others or the particular circumstances they faced (external causes). Alternatively,
such students may interpret unpleasant outcomes as evidence of their incompetence (inter-
nal cause). Either rejecting personal responsibility for poor performance or attributing it to
incompetence entails a cause that, at the moment the events are faced, is perceived as being
largely beyond the students’ reach, thereby depriving such students of the opportunity
to consider remedial actions to improve future performance. Not surprisingly, students’
beliefs in their ability to exert control over events in their lives (internal locus of control)
are positively related to good performance (as measured by grades). In contrast, beliefs
that events are influenced by forces beyond their reach (external locus of control) result in
poor performance [25,26].

Interestingly, the way in which individuals habitually explain actions and outcomes
(i.e., causal attribution habits) [27] varies across cultures. Westerners tend to explain events
by attributing responsibility to individuals seen as causal agents whose conduct is largely
detached from the context in which they exist. That is, westerners exhibit a preference for
internal attributions [28]. As a result, when describing themselves or other individuals, they
refer to general as well as abstract personality traits [29]. Easterners, instead, tend to see
themselves and others as responsive to the context in which they exist, thereby exhibiting
a preference for external attributions. Their contextualized view of human agency leads
them to rely on social identities as main descriptors of themselves and others [29]. Cross-
cultural evidence of students in the West and the Far East illustrates that preferences for
either internal or external attributions tend to adjust to the desirability of the events to
be explained [30–33]. In western societies, students tend to take credit for success and
attribute failure to external circumstances. Thus, they appear to display a self-serving bias
that nurtures self-enhancement and self-defensive needs. In the Far East, students tend
to display a self-critical bias, preferring to attribute success to external causes and failure
to internal ones. In the studies reviewed above, though, it is not clear whether causal
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attribution habits for desirable or undesirable outcomes differ [34] if self-efficacy is equated
between cultural groups. That is, at comparable levels of self-efficacy, do students’ beliefs
that their academic successes or failures are due to internal (ability or effort) or external
(luck, instructors, or friends) circumstances still vary along cultural orientation lines?

Pedagogical research has focused on cultural differences across countries or even
broader geographical areas, treating countries or areas as isomorphic to a unique set of
cultural traits. Our research puts forward a novel approach that is based on collecting
individual-level data on cultural orientation to provide a comparison of two diverse cul-
tures. As such, it differs from the more traditional approach of equating the assumed
aggregated cultural values of a geographical area to those of single individuals living in
that area (see [3]). It also includes an underrepresented population (i.e., female college
students attending a university in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia) for comparison.

Our cross-cultural study involves a comparison of two groups of female undergraduate
students for whom self-efficacy beliefs have been equated. Students are either from the
USA or the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA). The USA can be described as a western
country, with a predominantly individualistic culture. It differs from the predominant
culture of KSA with its emphasis on collectivist values intermixedwith the recognition of
the role of the individual [35,36]. KSA is a traditionally conservative country guided by
patriarchal and tribal valuesthat foster a hierarchical social structure in which gender and
tribal affiliation determine one’s place in the society, as well as by the collectivist principles
of Islam, which promote egalitarianism [36,37]. These apparent contradictions coexist
undisturbed in the everyday life of its citizens, along with notable western influences that
are largely endorsed by younger citizens whose bilingualism and biculturalism reflect
their growing exposure modernization and foreign language education (e.g., English or
French) [38]. One of these influences, of more recent import, is the institutional promotion
of gender equity in educational attainment and the workforce, which places female students
at the forefront of economic diversification efforts intended to move the country away
from its almost exclusive reliance on oil resources [39]. Thus, KSA female undergraduate
students are specifically selected for comparison with U.S. female undergraduate students
because it is unclear how they are adjusting to their new status and where they fall on the
cultural spectrum between eastern and western cultures.

The research is guided by a set of key questions regarding (a) group differences, (b,c)
the contribution of casual attribution preferences and cultural orientation to self-efficacy,
and (d) the relevance of self-efficacy to each cultural group’s academic performance:

a. If self-efficacy is equated between the two groups by pairing each U.S. student with
a KSA student, are there group differences in causal attribution preferences? Is the
cultural orientation of these two groups different as suggested by the extant literature?

b. How do explanations for best and worst outcomes account for self-efficacy in each group?
c. How is cultural orientation related to self-efficacy in each group?
d. Is self-efficacy in both groups related to academic performance (as indexed by class grades)?

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. The Sample

The study’s participants were 560 female undergraduate students organized into two
groups by country of college enrollment: 280 students who took a core course (American
Government) at a U.S. university, and 280 students who took a core course (Arabic Studies)
at a university in KSA. While different in the material covered, the selected core courses
are largely equivalent if they are thought of as offering an overview of the norms, rules,
and principles upon which each society rests, and as fulfilling a similar function in the
selected universities’ curricula. Namely, undergraduate students from across all majors
at each university take these foundational core courses. Thus, courses were specifically
chosen to obtain a sufficiently representative sample of the students at each university.

Participation was voluntary (convenience sample). Students were between 18 and
25 years old. The subject pool of volunteers from which selections were made included
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1265 students. Each volunteer was given a randomly generated code that was displayed in
datasheets to ensure confidentiality. General self-efficacy ratings provided the bases for
matching each U.S. student with a KSA student, which resulted in 280 pairs of participants.
Two basic rules were adopted to create pairs. In the absence of a perfect match, the closest
match was chosen. In contrast, if multiple participants matched, pairing was determined
by random selection. Participant treatment complied with the standards of the Office for
Human Research Protections of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and
with the code of ethics of the American Psychological Association. The study was approved
by the Institutional Review Board and Deanship of Research of the respective universities.

All KSA participants were of Middle Eastern descent (all were Saudi citizens born
in Saudi Arabia) and the sample was ethnically homogenous. Participants in the U.S.
included students from diverse ethnic and racial backgrounds: White: 43.9%; Hispanic:
26.8%, Black: 11.8%, Asian: 5.0%, and mixed or unclassified: 12.5%. Ethnic composition
reflected cross-national differences in university enrollment, thereby ensuring the study’s
ecological validity.

2.2. Materials and Procedure

At the start of each course, participants volunteered to complete three question-
naires: the New General Self-Efficacy (NGSE) scale of Chen et al. [40] questionnaire,
the causal attribution questionnaire of McClure et al. [41], and the cultural orientation
questionnaire of Triandis and Gelfland [42]. To foster candid responses, students were
promised confidentiality.

The NGSE [40,43] scale consisted of eight statements intended to measure students’
confidence regarding their abilities across several life circumstances. Each statement
of the questionnaire was followed by a 5-point Likert scale from ‘strongly disagree’ to
‘strongly agree’. Students indicated the extent of their agreement with each of the statements.
Cronbach’s alpha (i.e., a reliability coefficient that measures the internal consistency of an
assessment tool) was 0.84.

The causal attribution questionnaire of McClure et al. [41] was intended to gauge
how students explained their highest and lowest grades. The questionnaire first required
students to recall the experience of receiving their best as well as their worst grade on
an academic assessment. They then had to estimate how much each of the seven causes
contributed to either grade on a scale from 0 (not at all) to 6 (entirely). The contemplated
causes were ability, effort, test (either difficulty or ease), luck, family, instructor, and
friends. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.60. According to pilot work involving focus groups of
undergraduate students, agreement existed that ability and effort were internal causes,
whereas test, luck, family, and friends were external causes. Causes differed in the degree to
which they were perceived to be under students’ control, including from largely controllable
(i.e., effort) to beyond one’s reach (i.e., luck).

The cultural orientation questionnaire of Triandis and Gelfland [42] assessed students’
orientation regarding beliefs that define their culture. The four possible orientations are
vertical collectivism (VC; which describes seeing oneself as a member of a hierarchically
organized community who accepts its inequalities), vertical individualism (VI; which refers
to seeing oneself as an independent being who accepts the inequalities of the community
in which one lives), horizontal collectivism (HC; which means seeing oneself as part of a
community of equals among equals), and horizontal individualism (HI; which refers to see-
ing oneself as an independent being in a community of equals among equals). Participants
assessed the extent to which these four categories of cultural beliefs about oneself applied
to them on a 9-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (never) to 8 (always), with 4 presenting the
neutral point. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.80.

3. Results

All results of inferential statistics discussed in this study were considered significant
at the 0.05 level. If analysis of variance (ANOVA) was employed, significant effects were
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followed by tests of simple effects. The Bonferroni inequality formula was then applied to
adjust for familywise alpha.

3.1. Are There Group Differences?

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics (mean, M, and standard error of the mean,
SEM) of the key variables of the study, organized by cultural group: self-efficacy, causal
attribution preferences for desirable and undesirable outcomes, and cultural orientation. In
the table, SEM is reported (instead of the standard deviation, SD) to provide a measure of
the extent to which individual sample means estimate the mean of the population to which
they belong (i.e., SD divided by the square root of the sample size).

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics.

Variable USA
Mean SEM

KSA
Mean SEM Sign.

Self-Efficacy 3.03 0.031 3.03 0.034 ns
Best Grade
Abilities 4.80 0.067 4.03 0.069 <0.001

Effort 5.11 0.067 4.81 0.074 0.003
Test 3.06 0.084 3.32 0.098 ns
Luck 1.88 0.096 2.27 0.110 ns

Family 1.52 0.102 2.69 0.123 <0.001
Instructor 3.78 0.084 4.16 0.092 0.003

Friends 1.45 0.101 2.25 0.115 <0.001
Worst Grade

Abilities 3.02 0.099 2.49 0.099 <0.001
Effort 4.21 0.097 2.97 0.110 <0.001
Test 4.37 0.075 4.34 0.097 ns
Luck 1.55 0.094 2.14 0.114 <0.001

Family 0.73 0.074 2.00 0.126 <0.001
Instructor 2.93 0.099 3.65 0.112 <0.001

Friends 1.01 0. 082 1.06 0.092 ns
Cultural Orientation

HI 6.24 0.069 6.4 0.068 ns
VI 4.02 0.083 4.44 0.096 0.001
HC 5.79 0.074 6.24 0.082 <0.001
VC 5.43 0.080 6.49 0.086 <0.001

Note. Significant differences between U.S. and KSA students are displayed in the last column.

As expected, ANOVA showed that participants’ self-efficacy was not significantly
different between cultural groups, F < 1.00, ns. Thus, participants were judged to have been
effectively matched on self-efficacy. Of course, it was of interest to assess whether cultural
groups were indeed different in cultural beliefs regarding the self and others. A 2 (cultural
group) X 4 (cultural orientation) mixed factorial ANOVA conducted on ratings for cultural
preferences displayed a main effect of cultural orientation, F(3, 1674) = 401.58, MSE = 1.25,
p < 0.001, ηp2 = 0.418, a main effect of cultural group, F(1, 558) = 44.08, MSE = 3.46, p < 0.001,
ηp2 = 0.073, and a significant interaction, F(3, 1674) = 16.55, MSE = 1.25, p < 0.001, ηp2 = 0.029.
Tests of simple effects (Bonferroni alpha: 0.001) suggested that U.S. and KSA students did
not differ in HI, whereas students from KSA were more likely to select HC, VI, and VC
than their U.S. counterparts. However, if ratings were ranked based on the magnitude
of the preference expressed by each group, the first two choices of U.S. students were HI
and HC, reflecting a preference for considering oneself and others equals among equals.
KSA students’ first two choices were VC and HI, reflecting a recognition of the conflicting
values of a society organized hierarchically along tribal and gender lines, driven by the
equalitarian and collectivistic credo of the religion of Islam, and influenced by the notion of
self-reliance and independence mostly of western import.

A 2 (cultural group) X 7 (cause) mixed factorial ANOVA, conducted on the ratings for
best grades, displayed a main effect of cause, F(6, 3348) = 427.43, MSE = 2.06, p < 0.001,
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ηp2 = 0.434, and a main effect of cultural group, F(1,558) = 16.02, MSE = 4.66, p < 0.001,
ηp2 = 0.028. There was also a significant interaction, F(6, 3348) = 28.56, MSE = 2.06,
p < 0.001, ηp2 = 0.049. Tests of simple effects indicated that cultural groups differed in
their explanations (Bonferroni alpha: 0.007). Specifically, U.S. students were more likely to
explain desirable outcomes by relying on personal abilities and effort (i.e., internal causes)
compared to KSA students, who in turn preferentially chose family, friends, and instructors
(i.e., external causes).

The same ANOVA performed on worst grades produced a main effect of cause,
F(6, 3348) = 350.19, MSE = 2.43, p < 0.001, ηp2 = 0.386, a main effect of cultural group,
F(1, 558) = 3.05, MSE = 4.54, p = 0.005, ηp2 = 0.005, and a significant interaction, F(6, 3348) = 40.40,
MSE = 2.43, p < 0.001, ηp2 = 0.068. Tests of simple effects (Bonferroni alpha: 0.007) were
conducted to understand the nature of cultural groups’ differences. As for desirable
outcomes, U.S. students preferred to account for undesirable grades by relying on abilities
and effort (internal causes) whereas KSA students privileged luck, family, and instructors
(external causes).

In sum, differences between cultural groups emerged in the way students explained
academic outcomes. Although U.S. students relied on similar explanations for desirable
and undesirable outcomes by evoking internal causes, KSA students slightly differentiated
between outcomes. In contrast to their U.S. counterparts, they relied on external causes
to explain both desirable and undesirable outcomes, thereby deflecting responsibility for
what might be judged as unpleasant. KSA students also opted for similar explanations
for desirable as well as undesirable outcomes; however, there was one exception: They
attributed desirable academic occurrences to friends, but they called upon luck to account
for undesirable occurrences, suggesting that the desire to preserve the cohesiveness of
their social networks required deflecting the responsibility for unpleasant occurrences to
depersonalized events beyond anybody’s control.

When explanations were ranked based on the magnitude of the preference expressed
in each group, U.S. participants favored effort and ability regarding good grades, while
holding test difficulty and effort responsible for bad grades. Thus, participants from the
U.S. distinguished between desirable and undesirable outcomes, choosing internal causes
for pleasant results, but a mixture of internal and external causes for unpleasant ones.
Although attributing a bad grade to test difficulty might alleviate personal responsibility
for the unpleasant outcome, attributing the grade to effort is a recognition that not only
personal responsibility exists but also the outcome is a rectifiable event by the agent.

KSA students, on the other hand, preferentially chose a mixture of internal and external
causes for desirable outcomes (effort and instructors) and they preferentially attributed
undesirable outcomes to external causes (instructors and test difficulty). Thus, for these
students, explanations of relevant outcomes were more likely to locate agency outside of
themselves than U.S. students.

3.2. Do Explanations for Best and Worst Grades Account for Self-Efficacy?

Regression analyses were carried out for U.S. and KSA students separately to deter-
mine whether explanations for either best or worst grades, serving as the predictor variables,
contributed differently to self-efficacy, serving as the outcome variable. Tables 2 and 3 dis-
play the results of these analyses.

There were differences in how explanations contributed to the self-efficacy beliefs of
the participants depending on the country of origin. When U.S. participants explained good
grades as due to exerted effort (an internal cause modifiable by the agent), the attribution
benefited self-efficacy beliefs, whereas the attribution of such outcomes to luck (an external
cause that is beyond the reach of the agent) harmed self-efficacy beliefs. In comparison,
when KSA participants explained good grades as due to their abilities (an internal cause
that was perceived as hard to modify), self-efficacy beliefs benefited, whereas the attribution
of such outcomes to test difficulty (an internal cause that is beyond the control of the agent)
harmed self-efficacy beliefs.
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Table 2. Regression analyses for “Best Grade” with causal attribution ratings as the predictor variables,
and self-efficacy as the outcome variable.

B SE Beta t Sig.

Best Grade-USA
Constant 2.283 0.192
Abilities 0.049 0.027 0.107 1.790 ns

Effort 0.088 0.027 0.194 3.198 0.002
Test −0.011 0.023 −0.030 −0.489 ns
Luck −0.044 0.021 −0.138 −2.077 0.039

Family −0.001 0.018 −0.003 −0.049 ns
Instructor 0.039 0.022 0.107 10.745 ns

Friends 0.022 0.020 0.073 10.113 ns
Best Grade-KSA

Constant 2.302 0.144
Abilities 0.155 0.027 0.352 5.722 0.000

Effort 0.033 0.026 0.080 1.273 ns
Test −0.047 0.020 −0.150 −2.389 0.018
Luck −0.022 0.017 −0.081 −1.282 ns

Family 0.026 0.015 0.104 1.747 ns
Instructor 0.024 0.020 0.071 1.172 ns

Friends −0.011 0.017 −0.041 −0.652 ns
Note. USA: R = 0.343. KSA: R = 0.437.

Table 3. Regression analyses for “Worst Grade” with causal attribution ratings as the predictor
variables, and self-efficacy as the outcome variable.

B SE Beta t Sig.

Worst Grade-USA
Constant 3.181 0.155
Abilities −0.031 0.018 −0.099 −10.656 ns

Effort 0.003 0.019 0.009 0.150 ns
Test 0.024 0.026 0.059 0.926 ns
Luck −0.002 0.022 −0.007 −0.095 ns

Family −0.044 0.028 −0.106 −10.562 ns
Instructor −0.039 0.020 −0.128 −10.976 0.049

Friends −0.029 0.026 −0.079 −10.129 ns
Worst Grade-KSA

Constant 3.212 0.111
Abilities −0.042 0.019 −0.137 −2.224 0.027

Effort −0.013 0.017 −0.048 −0.770 ns
Test 0.022 0.021 0.070 10.065 ns
Luck −0.056 0.017 −0.209 −3.273 0.001

Family 0.019 0.015 0.076 1.214 ns
Instructor −0.016 0.018 −0.058 −0.884 ns

Friends 0.004 0.021 0.011 0.170 ns
Note. USA: R = 0.246. KSA: R = 0.247.

Overall, explanations for undesirable outcomes tended to be negatively related to
self-efficacy beliefs; however, the results suggested dissimilarities between U.S. and KSA
students. For U.S. students, the attribution of undesirable outcomes to instructors (an
external cause) hurt self-efficacy beliefs. For KSA students, ascribing such results to abilities
(an internal cause that was perceived as hard to modify) and luck (an external cause beyond
the agent’s control) hurt self-efficacy beliefs. The latter causes suggest that for KSA students,
the less agency they assumed when faced with unpleasant events, the lower were their
self-efficacy beliefs.
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3.3. Is Cultural Orientation Related to Self-Efficacy?

Separate regression analyses for participants from each country were conducted with
self-efficacy as the outcome variable and cultural dimensions (HI, VI, HC, and VC) as the
predictor variables. The results of these regressions are displayed in Table 4.

Table 4. Regression analyses with cultural dimensions as the predictors, and self-efficacy as the
dependent variable.

Country B SE Beta t Sig.

USA
Constant 1.343 0.188

HI 0.177 0.025 0.400 6.945 0.000
VI 0.018 0.019 0.049 0.924 ns
HC 0.036 0.023 0.089 1.571 ns
VC 0.054 0.023 0.143 2.308 0.022

KSA
Constant 1.877 0.187

HI 0.127 0.028 0.281 4.462 0.000
VI 0.027 0.020 0.084 1.346 ns
HC 0.058 0.027 0.158 2.165 0.031
VC −0.023 0.027 −0.064 −0.841 ns

Note. USA: R = 0.514. KSA: R = 0.372.

For U.S. students, self-efficacy was supported by beliefs in HI and VC while for KSA
students, it was supported by beliefs in HI and HC. Therefore, appreciating equality added
to the confidence that KSA students perceived in their capacity to overcome challenges and
difficulties, which was linked to the idea of the self as either independent or dependent
on a collective of other beings. When U.S. students recognized a mixture of conflicting
orientations, it contributed positively to their self-confidence in overcoming challenges
and difficulties. Namely, appreciating equality contributed to their self-confidence, but
only when embedded in an independent self. In contrast, an appreciation for inequalities
supported their self-confidence, but only when exhibited by a self that is dependent on the
collective to which it belongs.

3.4. Is Self-Efficacy Related to Academic Performance?

If self-efficacy is to be considered relevant to educational interventions targeting at-risk
students, and, more broadly, to actions intended to improve curricula and instructional
methods, its link to academic success is to be established first. In the present study, a Pearson
correlation was conducted between final class grades and self-efficacy to determine the
extent to which knowing students’ self-efficacy could predict academic success, measured
by final class grades in each cultural group. For U.S. students, whose average performance
was 85.81% (SEM = 0.555), self-efficacy beliefs did not predict performance, r = 0.08,
n = 280, ns, two tails. In contrast, for KSA students, whose average final class performance
was 81.12 (SEM = 0.915), self-efficacy increased with grades, r = 0.15, n = 280, p = 0.014,
two tails. Yet, although positive, the relationship between the two variables was weak,
thereby indicating that the contribution to performance made by general self-efficacy
was rather minor. The latter finding is not surprising since complex tasks with heavy
cognitive demands, such as class activities in college courses, tend to generate weaker
relationships between performance and self-efficacy [14,15]. In this context, the absence
of a relationship between the two variables may be due to students’ (mis)perceived ease
of a course’s curriculum, which may not activate self-efficacy beliefs during the semester,
thereby reducing their impact on performance [13]. In support of this assumption, the
class performance of U.S. students was overall higher than that of KSA students, and less
variable, F(3, 558) = 19.24, MSE = 160.36, p < 0.001, ηp2 = 0.033.
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4. Discussion and Conclusions

The present study investigated whether explanations for desirable and undesirable
outcomes as well as cultural orientation might account for the self-efficacy of U.S. and
KSA students differently. A matched-pairs design was employed. Our results suggested
differences in how causal attribution habits and cultural orientation might be related to
the self-efficacy of students whose cultural background differs, even when such students
have identical self-efficacy scores and gender is held constant (only female participants
were included).

These results are meaningful to instructors, advisors, and other university personnel
who are concerned that to foster academic success, the needs of students from different
cultural backgrounds are to be understood and addressed. At its core, the claim of rel-
evance relies on evidence that general self-efficacy plays a role in academic success. To
wit, if self-efficacy is conceptualized as a motivational trait [42] linked to learners’ engage-
ment/motivation [43,44], it is expected to translate into actions (e.g., completion rates,
dedication, commitment, goal-setting, etc.) conducive to academic accomplishments in
specific tasks as well as overall [45–52]. However, evidence also exists either of an inverse
relationship between self-efficacy and educational success (when self-efficacy becomes
over-confidence) or of no relationship at all [53–55]. In our research, self-efficacy predicted
academic success (as measured by class grades) only for KSA students, suggesting that
information about self-efficacy may be differentially useful depending on the context in
which it is gathered.

Overall, we believe our study can serve as a blueprint for educators and administra-
tors who aim to improve the educational experiences of students from different cultural
backgrounds, including remedial interventions. Yet, first and foremost, it is necessary to
identify the role self-efficacy plays in predicting academic performance (either in particular
courses or overall through GPA) for a given student population. To this end, academic
records available to faculty and administrators may provide useful data. If evidence is
found of a positive relationship, as per KSA students, recognition of the sources upon
which self-efficacy beliefs develop is required for intervention. As noted by Bandura [2],
self-efficacy results from four main distinct sources: mastery experience, vicarious expe-
rience, verbal persuasion, and physiological state. Mastery experience is achieved when
learners are successful in their endeavors, thereby supporting the conviction that they
possess the attributes to accomplish a task or a variety of tasks. Vicarious experience refers
to role-modeling that provides learners with operational frameworks to accomplish certain
tasks, thereby enhancing their belief that they can replicate the success. Verbal persua-
sion results from the positive feedback received from trusted and respected individuals.
Lastly, the physiological states of learners, such as anxiety, stress, fatigue, and mood, are
recognized as capable of informing self-efficacy beliefs. Namely, learners interpret their
physiological states of arousal as indicators of competence or lack thereof. Usher and
Pajares [50] add explanatory or attributional style as another factor capable of shaping
self-efficacy by affecting the way learners interpret the causes of their successes and failures
or those of others. Any of these sources, though, is likely to enhance self-efficacy when it
underscores how success results from devoting adequate effort to mastering acquirable
competencies instead of depending upon natural talents [13].

An educational intervention intended to improve students’ performance in a given
course may then target any of these sources [13]. For instance, if mastery experience is
targeted, a series of interconnected active learning activities accompanied by coaching may
be added to a course’s instructional method. Prior to implementation, pedagogical training
can be offered to faculty to ensure successful execution. If vicarious experience is the target,
demonstrations and mentoring opportunities can be added to course activities. Faculty can
also be trained to offer feedback emphasizing that required competencies are acquirable
and that academic success in the course results from working towards mastering such skills.
Students’ interpretations of physiological states experienced in particular activities or across
the entire course may also be targeted through counseling outside the classroom. Most
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importantly, workshops and counseling sessions devoted to the impact of attributional
styles on learners’ preparatory and in-class behaviors, and their purported short-term and
long-term consequences, may also induce self-reflection capable of motivating change.

If there is no evidence that a relationship exists between the two variables in a par-
ticular group of students (e.g., U.S. student), but exists in a comparable group (e.g., KSA
students), one possible reason may be the (mis)perceived ease of a course, which may
not activate self-efficacy beliefs during the semester, thereby reducing their impact on
performance [13]. Namely, it may be the case that some students expect core courses, which
are lower-level introductory courses, to be less challenging than upper-level specialized
courses in their major field of study. As a result, educators may want to review course
activities, such as tests and assignments, materials covered, and modes of coverage, to
develop more intellectually challenging courses, thereby dispelling expectations.

5. Limitations of the Study

The present study has limitations that future research should address. First, our re-
liance on female students was intended to emphasize cultural group differences specifically
regarding the stereotypic beliefs about gender that students hold in societies that differ
in their explicit emphasis on patriarchal values. Research with U.S. samples has reported
self-efficacy beliefs to vary by gender [56]. Additional studies may explore further how
the context of a masculine culture as that of KSA (see [18]) may condition male students’
perception of self-efficacy. Namely, does the power given to one’s gender in societies that
vary in patriarchal values inflate self-efficacy to the point of inverting its relationship with
performance? Second, in-depth qualitative analyses may be needed to understand the
specific meaning of each of the causes listed in the McClure et al. [41] questionnaire [57].
In-house focus groups have underscored that the dimension internal versus external is
uniformly understood by students as dichotomous, whereas the dimension controllability
(i.e., whether a student’s behavior can impact the course of an envisioned outcome [22])
tends to be perceived as a continuum. To wit, one’s effort is consistently reported to be a
controllable cause of performance, much more than ability, which is seen as more difficult
and slower to change, whereas luck is perceived as beyond personal agency. Third, the eth-
nic diversity of the U.S. sample relative to the uniformity of the KSA sample was intended
to offer ecological validity to the comparisons of cultural groups. Yet, it is reasonable to
question whether changes to the ethnic composition of the U.S. sample might change the
contribution of causal attribution and cultural orientation to self-efficacy. Thus, the issue of
the extent to which such contribution in the U.S. sample is shaped by each ethnicity is of
interest. A much larger sample of each ethnicity would be required for inferential statistics
to be reliably informative regarding this issue. Notwithstanding the challenges of obtaining
such samples, it remains a fruitful endeavor of future research. Fourth, the findings of our
matched-pairs design illustrating the contribution of different explanations to self-efficacy
are partially consistent with those of Silver et al. (1995), who reported that individuals with
high self-efficacy are likely to explain desirable outcomes with internal causes, whereas
undesirable outcomes are attributed to situational causes. For both U.S. and KSA students
who were asked to explain a desirable outcome, we found that internal causes were posi-
tively related to self-efficacy, whereas external causes were inversely related to it. However,
when students were asked to explain an undesirable outcome, our results differed from
those of Silver et al. [58]. Namely, although for both U.S. and KSA students, external causes
were inversely related to self-efficacy, for KSA students, an internal cause (i.e., ability)
was also inversely related to self-efficacy. Furthermore, in contrast to our results, other
studies [59,60] did not report evidence of a relationship between self-efficacy and causal
attribution preferences. The variability in the results obtained by different studies hints
at the need to examine large samples across different institutions of higher education
and localities.

Our methodology and findings bring to the forefront additional issues that underscore
the necessity to better understand teaching and learning in higher education. Despite its
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limitations, the current research contributes to the existing research by presenting the easy-
to-use methodological blueprint of an evidence-based approach that educators at a variety
of educational institutions can adopt to recognize how specific cognitive variables may
define students’ self-efficacy beliefs and their purported relationship with academic success.
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