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An Unfair Game: The Dilemmas Posed by
Academic Research Evaluation to
Sociology Monograph Writing in Taiwan

Tien-Hsin Chang® Chi-Shiou Lin"*

Abstract

Scholarly books, or scholarly monographs, are an important form of research
output in humanities and social sciences. However, the current research
evaluation practices in Taiwan highly emphasize journal articles and have
thereby suppressed the production of scholarly books. This study employed in-
depth interviews with 14 Taiwanese sociologists who had written and published
scholarly books to understand the problems and challenges facing scholarly
monograph production in the contemporary research evaluation culture.
Interview topics included the values and contributions of scholarly books to
the studies of sociology, the negative influences of journal-focused research
evaluations on the sociology discipline, problems and challenges facing book-
writing sociologists, and possible solutions to those problems. Based on the
findings, the authors discuss on the proposed research review approach that
monitors an author’s book-writing progress rather than focusing on the end-
product, as raised in the interviews, as well as the problems and reliability
issues with the pre-publishing anonymous review requirement that has become
a mandate for scholarly book publishing in Taiwan.

Keywords: Research evaluation, Scholarly monographs, Scholarly writing and
publishing, Sociology in Taiwan

SUMMARY

Scholarly monographs are a major form of research output in social sciences
and humanities. However, the current research evaluation paradigm in Taiwan
emphasizes disproportionately on journal articles and relatively undermines
the contribution and significance of scholarly books as a scholar’s research
achievement. This has negatively influenced the writing and publishing of
scholarly books in humanities and social sciences; one of the affected subject
disciplines is sociology. Traditionally, authoring monographs is deemed as a
major achievement among sociologists. However, under the current research
evaluation practices, Taiwanese sociologists have been facing a variety of
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problems and challenges particularly regarding their promotion and competitions
for research funding and/or rewards.

In this naturalistic investigation, the authors interviewed fourteen
sociologists on their experiences and dilemmas with authoring monographs and
how what perceived as possible solutions to the problems. Using a purposive
sampling strategy, the researchers recruited six scholars from Academia Sinica
and eight from sociology departments of six different universities. The interviews
were conducted during August and November, 2015. Each interview took 60-90
minutes. The interview guide was as follows.

Table 1 The Interview Guide

Research goal: to describe the experiences and problems of the sociologists who have
authored monographs under the current research evaluation practices

1. Recent research evaluation practices including promotion and rewards for research
performances tend to encourage the production of journal articles. In your opinion,
how does that affect the writing and publishing of scholarly books in sociology? Have
you been affected by that in any way?

2. Given the situation, why do you continue to publish scholarly books? Have you
encountered any difficulty during book writing and publishing? How did you cope
with the problems?

Research goal: to synthesize the viewpoints of the sociologists about problems in writing
scholarly monographs in sociology and the perceived possible solutions to the problems.

1. What problems or difficulties have you encountered, as an author or a reviewer, in
the pre-publishing peer-review of a book draft? What are the differences between
reviewing a book draft and reviewing a journal paper manuscript?

2.1In your opinion, how may the peer review of book draft be improved to benefit
scholarly communication and knowledge advancement in sociology?

3. In your opinion, what changes should be made to the existing research evaluation to
better fit the research convention in sociology?

The research findings revealed that sociologists value books as a form
of research output for the following reasons: (1) scholarly books promote the
development and localization of sociological theories; (2) the length of a book
makes it possible to accommodate a comprehensive, complex and multi-layered
discourse; (3) scholarly books are better carriers of comprehensive syntheses of
existing research literatures; (4) authors are more likely to innovate scholarly
writing and research presentation in a book; (5) the publishing of scholarly books
helps to characterize a scholar and boost his/her scholarly visibility and impact;
(6) the book writing process often involve rich exchange of ideas and information
between the author and the other potential readers, thus making it a real beneficial
and constructive scholarly communication experience; (7) books are more visible
and impactful in influencing public policies.

The interviewees considered the over-emphasis on journal articles have
negatively influenced sociology in three aspects. First, the over-reliance on the
shorter-length journal papers may result in scattered production of sociological
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knowledge and thereby hindering the development of mega theories. Second,
the journal-focused evaluation has over encouraged the submission to SSCI
and TSSCI-indexed journals, which may in turn suppress certain research areas
that are not favored by those publication venues. Third, because the current
journal-focused evaluation practices also favor English publication over Chinese
publication, it may thereby weaken the dissemination, communication, and
localization of sociological knowledge in Taiwan.

The interviewees reported that they faced the following difficulties in writing
and publishing monographs. First, authoring books takes a much longer time and
greater effort than writing journal papers, making it a hard decision for scholars
if they have to face the pressures of promotion and other performance reviews.
Second, the market for Chinese scholarly books is extremely small, and the
publishing opportunities for Taiwanese sociologists in international book market
are also rather rare. Scholars who write books may have to handle publisher
problems during the book publishing process, a situation that does not occur in
writing journal paper. Third, the existing journal-focused evaluation practices
result in a huge pressure for sociologists who need longer time in book writing.
They may lack countable research outputs for a rather long period of time and
receive disproportionate reward for book writing. Based on those problems, they
proposed the re-adjustment of rewards for books and journal articles in research
evaluation to make it more reasonable for people who author monographs. Some
also suggests that the evaluation for book-writing scholars may reasonably shift
focus from the “end-product” (the book) to the knowledge production (book
writing) process. Other suggestions include the reconstruction of pre-publishing
peer review practices for book drafts and the improvement of scholarly publishing
in Taiwan.

Given the participant suggestions, this study reflected and discussed the
possibility and potential problems with the proposed book-writing process review
and double-blind peer review for book drafts. One of the goals of research
evaluation is to ensure that scholars are fulfilling their research duties. While the
shift to monitoring book-writing process sounds viable, whether it is sufficient
to hold a scholar accountable for fulfilling his/her responsibility requires further
deliberation. A researcher’s writing plan may alter during the writing process for
theoretical or other social reasons. That can complicate the evaluation and render
it questionable.

Whether double-blind review is a good strategy to ensure the production
of good books is another question to ponder. Interviewees reported numerous
reasons and incidents that seriously challenge the reliability of double-blind
review in sociology. Further, they questioned if scholarly publishers in Taiwan
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may serve as serious and vital gatekeepers for high-quality scholarly books.
Whether the proposed solutions are viable means for improving existing research
evaluation awaits further investigation and more future discussions.
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