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The SSCI Syndrome in Taiwan’s Academia

Chuing Prudence Choun

INTRODUCTION

With the rise of neoliberalism in public finance since the 1980s, a great
deal of public investment in New Zealand, Australia, Canada, and many
countries in Latin America has been linked to the business and market
sectors rather than allocated directly to the education sector (Dale 2001).
Furthermore, a sharp reduction in public budgets has influenced not only
social values but also educational quality. In particular, as the impacts of
globalization have reached higher education, many countries in East Asia
have started urging university reforms. Whether in the form of mainland
China’s 211 project and 985 project, Korea’s BK21 program, Taiwan’s
Five Year Fifty Billion Plan, or Japan’s National University Corpora-
tion Plan, all have been responses to the process of globalization and
increasing demand for competitiveness in academia. Many governments,
including Australia, Canada, China, France, Germany, Hong Kong, Japan,
Korea, Malaysia, Norway, Singapore, Switzerland, Taiwan, and the United
Kingdom, have introduced different strategies for benchmarking their
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leading universities to facilitate global competitiveness and international
visibility (Chou et al. 2013).

As a result of these forces as well as its accession to the World Trade
Organization (WTO) in 2002, the education system in Taiwan, similar to
others in East Asia, has undergone an enormous transformation. Higher
education, in particular, has interwoven its path with trends of glob-
alization, localization, the development of information communications
technology, and a series of political, social, economic, and managerial
changes. As these forces drive policy agendas, these transitions altogether
have produced multifaceted influences on higher education in Taiwan,
many a result of corresponding policy reforms (Chou and Ching 2012).

This article covers two major issues that are byproducts of the forces of
globalization, the mainstreaming of the neoliberal economic ideology, and
the worldwide trend toward greater international competition in higher
education. The first of these are the policy changes resulting from the
expansion of the higher education system in Taiwan. Four major areas
of policy change are detailed, including governance and the related “aca-
demic drift,” the new plans for financing higher education on the national
and institutional level, the introduction of an evaluation system for faculty
that emphasizes quantitative research performance indicators, and the new
flexible salary system intended to reward academics who succeed in this
system. The second part then explores a major impact of these policy
changes: the emergence of an ‘SSCI syndrome’ in Taiwanese academia, as
professors and researchers are forced to adapt to the new policies. It then
discusses some of the local responses attempting to confront the issue and
questions whether or not these responses can serve as a model for other
countries facing similar situations in higher education, concluding that
there are important lessons to be learned as well as significant limitations
to using Taiwan as a model of resistance.

Poricy CHANGES

Prior to 1994, Taiwanese higher education was promoted to serve
economic development. The government implemented rather strict
control measures over both public and private institutions in terms of
establishing new higher education institutes (HEIs); determining their
size and scale; appointing presidents; regulating admission quotas and
curriculum standards; and supervising faculty and student affairs on
campus. The addition of new universities was extremely limited thanks
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to the centralized educational administration being heavily focused on
economic development and political stability (Mok 2014). For example,
in 1984 when the per capita income was only US$4,000, Taiwan had
173,000 university students studying locally, less than one percent of the
total population of 19 million (Chou and Wang 2012). Higher educa-
tion remained a means to cultivate elites using a rigorous college entrance
exam system to select the best talent in the country.

Beginning in the mid-1990s, higher education in Taiwan experienced
a period of unprecedented expansion in response to global competition, a
series of domestic political elections from 1996 to 2006, and other social
changes. Among these was the Taiwanese government’s response to local
calls in the form of a social campaign demanding the upgrading and estab-
lishment of more high schools and universities. A major goal of this was
to alleviate the severe and long-existing pressure that resulted from high
school and university entrance exams.

As a result of these domestic and international issues, there was an
unprecedented higher education expansion in the number of HEIs and
students in the following decade. Within the quarter century from 1984
to 2009, the number of universities increased to 148 (51 public and 97
private) and 15 vocational/technical colleges (MOE 2009). By 2012,
there were 162 HEIs, including 120 universities, 28 colleges, and 14
junior colleges (excluding religious colleges, military and police HEIs,
and the open universities). As a result, the overall number of students
in higher education expanded rapidly as well. During this period, the
total student population climbed to nearly 1.36 million, including 3355
affiliated graduate programs with 215,825 postgraduates enrolled. In
2004, 68.1% of Taiwanese 18-year-olds entered college, an enrollment
rate almost four times those of mainland China and Hong Kong (Song
2006). By 2008, higher education students then comprised almost 6% of
Taiwan’s entire population of 23 million, this remarkable demographic
change having occurred over the course of two and a half decades (MOE
2012; Chou and Ching 2012; Chou and Wang 2012).

Governance and Academic Drift

Consequently, the government’s public spending on higher education
became relatively constrained. In response, the Ministry of Education
(MOE) launched a series of new governance policies from 1994 to
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1996, including revising its Universities Law and setting up the Exec-
utive Yuan Education Reform Commission to increase the deregulation,
decentralization, democracy, and internationalization of higher education
institutions (HEIs). For example, the University Law, as amended in
1994, transformed universities from being under the traditional central-
ized control of the MOE into more autonomous campus environments,
reducing academic and administrative intervention and moving toward
more autonomy in terms of admissions, staffing, and tuition policies (Mok
2014; Chou and Ching 2012). In so doing, HEIs were expected to
become more competitive and responsive to individual, social, and global
demands.

The rapid expansion of the higher education system caused some
unexpected consequences. The overly rapid upgrade of some voca-
tional /technical colleges into universities changed the nature of HEIs.
One side effect was the so-called ‘academic drift’ of vocational and
technological HEIs. This allowed them to convert into ‘comprehensive
universities’ at the expense of their original educational foundation for
vocational and technical training, which had formerly been at the core of
Taiwan’s economic development strategy (Chou 2008; Hayhoe 2002).
Another impact came from the government’s introduction of market
competition mechanisms, which accelerated the uneven distribution of
resources among public/private and elite/non-elite HEIs and eventually
increased social stratification in Taiwan (Chou and Wang 2012; Chen and
Chen 2009). In response to these issues, Taiwan’s MOE launched several
higher education reforms, including the establishment of new university
finance plans, the revision of university evaluation systems, and a new
system of flexible salaries for public university faculty (MOE 2009).

Finance Plans

In the past, public funding, tuition, and fees for Taiwan’s public universi-
ties were entirely regulated by the MOE, which was their primary source
of financing, whereas private HEIs relied mostly on student tuition. For
instance, tuition comprised only about 10-20% of total expenditures for
public universities, whereas the figures were 80-90% for private univer-
sities. Thus, public institutions relied heavily on government subsidies,
while private institutions relied primarily on tuition payments for their
operations (Chen and Chen 2009).
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In order to reduce the funding gap between public and private HEISs,
there has been a substantial increase in public assistance to private univer-
sities, significantly shrinking the amount of resources devoted to public
institutions. The MOE also launched several funding reform schemes to
facilitate the accountability and efficiency of public HEIs. Among these,
public universities were allowed to set up and regulate their own indi-
vidual University Funds, donated from the private sector and alumni,
beginning in 1999. This policy has changed the relationship between
public HEIs and the MOE, effectively transforming them from fully
funded agencies into partially subsidized institutions. In addition to the
increasing educational parity which took place among regular public HEIs
due to lack of sustainable public funding, an inevitable polarization of
resource distribution between elite and non-elite public universities has
reproduced social stratification in Taiwan since the establishment of the
policy (Chen 2001). Despite these shifts in financing and administration,
60% of the total income of public universities still comes from govern-
ment subsidies, whereas only 20% does for private HEIs (Chen and Chen
2009).

Evaluation System

In order to meet the challenge of global competitiveness, standards and
effectiveness, Taiwan’s University Law was revised in 2003. This revision
reiterated that evaluation was to serve as one of the major mechanisms for
allocating funding and for assuring the quality of higher education in the
future. Based on this law, quality assurance policies have been introduced
and reinforced since 2005, and universities have been required to carry
out regular self-evaluation in all aspects of teaching, research, and service.
The Higher Education Evaluation and Accreditation Council of Taiwan
were established accordingly to administer regular external evaluation.
Between 2006 and 2010, the first round of nationwide evaluation was
implemented on the departmental, graduate institution, and university
level. A total of 1908 departments and graduate institutions from 79
universities went through this evaluation process, which focused on the
quality of universities, departments, and graduates. When reports on the
evaluation results were released, they aroused great social controversy and
complaints from faculty members and university administrators who were
not satisfied with the outcomes being so highly correlated with public
funding, institutional prestige, and student recruitment (Wu 2009).
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The second round of national evaluations started in 2011 and will last
until 2016. In contrast to the first round, its intended focus is more
on evaluating student learning outcomes as well as departments, grad-
uate institutions, and universities from more comprehensive perspectives.
These include institutional self-positioning, university governance and
management, teaching and learning resources, accountability and social
responsibility, sustainable self-improvement, and quality assurance (Wang
2010).

In terms of the evaluation of individual faculty members, these national
evaluations included the establishment of another internal and external
evaluation system intended to monitor faculty publication records in
various domestic and international databases, such as the SSCI, SCI,
and EI. All of these new indicators, which will be discussed later in
greater detail, are an effort to conform to international standards and
lead to awards, achievements, and contributions to scholarship. Thus,
the university evaluation policy is a top-down policy administered by the
MOE using indicators developed without consideration of the Taiwanese
context. Individual faculty members are thus required by law to submit
not only to regular institutional evaluation by the above-mentioned
professional associations but also to departmental assessment. Moreover,
the evaluation results influence a faculty member’s qualifications regarding
promotion, changes in salary, sabbatical leave, and extra duties related to
teaching and administration. Only recipients of awards at the national or
international level can be waived from evaluation.

Flexible Salary System

The current seniority- and degree-based salary scale in Taiwan has been
under criticism for its inadequacy in promoting the necessary compet-
itive environment among faculty that might lead to better teaching
and research quality. According to the MOE, the total fixed salary in
2001 for a professor at a public university was between NT$1,125,000
and NT$1,350,000 (US$37,500-45,000) before taxes, including a
1.5 month annual award, regardless of discipline. Professors in Hong
Kong receive a salary around 3.5 times higher, and in Singapore, 2.5
times higher. The contrast in salaries is even starker when compared with
those of their American and European counterparts (Wang 2009).

A recent migration of university professors away from Taiwan has
caused serious concern in the country. Hong Kong, which initiated a new
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four-year university system, has recruited some top faculty from Taiwan
by offering an incentive two to three times the salary Taiwanese insti-
tutions offer (NowNews 2009). During the last eight years, a total of
twenty-seven research fellows have left Academia Sinica, the top research
institution in Taiwan, recruited by research institutions in the United
States, Europe, and Hong Kong. Prominent faculty from top universities
in Taiwan have also relocated to China, Canada, and other competing
countries for various reasons (China Post 2010).

In responding to the global talent hunt and brain drain issues, the
MOE, in conjunction with the academic sector, launched in August 2010
a possible solution to facilitate accountability and competition among
HEIs and faculty and avoid further brain drain and recruitment shortage
of top international research personnel. The flexible salary structure, enti-
tled “recruit and retain special talented personnel implementing a flexible
merit-based salary plan,” has rewarded academic excellence based on
performance and replaced the old fixed-salary system for public univer-
sity faculty based on seniority and degree (Taipei Times 2010; Yeh et al.
2009). It is estimated that the new system requires additional funding of
between NT$4 and 5 billion a year (US$130-165 million) from the MOE
and the National Science Council (NSC). The new plan intends to attract
top teaching and research personnel to Taiwan while discouraging faculty
from leaving for overseas institutions. It also allows professors’ salaries to
be subsidized by the MOE?’s Aim for the Top University Project, known as
the “Five-Year Fifty Billion Plan,” and Teaching Excellence Award, given
in three-year intervals beginning in 2005.

In response to the new flexible salary plan put in place by the govern-
ment, many critics have expressed concern about the trend of increasing
polarization and stratification following the introduction of faculty salaries
and benefits based on quantitative indicators, such as journal articles.
The system has revealed an unequal distribution of salary increases
between faculty in science and the humanities/social sciences, between
top and other HEIs, between public and private institutions, and espe-
cially between the activities of research and teaching. Complaints about
the plan target the current oversimplified indicators of performance and
meritocracy, which emphasize publication based on pure quantity rather
than the quality and essence of performance with respect to teaching and
other less readily quantifiable contributions, such as the social impact on
society (Chou and Ching 2012; Yeh et al. 2009). The underlying justifi-
cation of policymakers is that Taiwanese faculty are underpaid compared
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to their international counterparts and that raising flexible income based
on research performance will retain the best faculty and attract more
top international personnel. However, this notion lacks legitimacy, as it
deviates from the local context and overlooks the quid pro quo of the
current academic salary structure. For instance, in addition to their base
annual salary, university faculty in Taiwan are granted other opportunities
to obtain external income as compensation, owing to Taiwan’s cultural
heritage, which pays high respect to intellectuals and professors. Thus,
university faculty (especially those working at public HEIs) also receive
more fringe benefits from their consulting services in the public and
private sectors, coupled with lifetime medical care and a pension, which
are less common among their international competitors (Chou and Ching
2012).

Tae SSCI SYNDROME

As the above sections have discussed, policy reforms resulting from
globalization, neoliberal restructuring, and an increased emphasis on
competition in the international arena have had a tremendous impact
on higher education in Taiwan. Each of these policies, including changes
in governance, financing, evaluation, and salary structures, has been an
attempt to enhance university quality. Today, meritocracy, accountability,
and networking among faculty and staff now count for considerably more
than they did in the past (Chou 2008). Yet, in many ways, these reforms
have not led to the positive impacts that had been anticipated by poli-
cymakers. This is most evident in the emergence of a new phenomenon
known as the SSCI syndrome.

Origins

Citation indices originated as tools for information retrieval, allowing
users to trace research from an article by searching for subsequently cited
articles and verify topics of interest throughout the years of research
literature. Despite their originally intended purpose, researchers over a
half-century ago discovered that they may be useful beyond this basic
function (Price 1965; Garner 1967; Garfield 1994a; Thomson 2008).
These indexes could also, through the tallying of future citations, esti-
mate the influence of that work on the global research community and
determine whether a theory had been confirmed, changed, or improved.
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From this, the role of citation indexes expanded, and they began to be
used to evaluate and rank the quality of journals (Garfield 1972, 1994b).

Today, the academic research quality and impact of individual scholars
is commonly measured based on indicators from these citation indexes.
Common indicators used derive from the Social Sciences Citation Index
(SSCI), the Science Citation Index (SCI), Arts & Humanities Citation
Index (A&HCI), and the Engineering Index (EI). These citation index
databases are owned by Thomson Reuters, a private, for-profit company
in the United States. The standards have long been recognized by major
English-speaking universities in Australia, Canada, the United States, the
United Kingdom, and New Zealand, especially by their science and engi-
neering departments, in quantitatively evaluating the research impact of
their faculty.

The past two decades have witnessed increased competition among
universities for international ranking, in part, because of a demand for
this from students, employers, and academics (Williams and Dyke 2004 ).
In most cases, the criteria for ranking are based on the above quantita-
tive indicators of research output. In the widely cited yet controversial
international ranking of universities published by Shanghai Jiao Tong
University, for example, the indicators of research quality, namely, articles
published in the natural science-focused SCI Expanded and SSCI, have a
weight of 20% (Institute of Higher Education 2012). As a result, scholars
tend to equate the best research products with studies published in the
natural sciences and indexed in the SCI and SSCI. Similarly, in “Asia’s
Best Universities,” published by Asia Week, one important indicator of
rescarch performance is citations in academic journals tracked by the
Journal Citation Index (Asia Week, n.d.). Citation data from the Essential
Science Indicators of Thomson Reuters are also used in the Times Higher
Education World University Rankings published in the United Kingdom.

In its pursuit of the internationalization of higher education, Taiwan’s
MOE has built an evaluation system that emphasizes the use of these
quantitative indicators. In 2003, the MOE adopted international publi-
cation indicators as the evaluation standards for academic performance.
Two ministers of education, presided over the implementation of these
new standards. Initially, there was widespread support from government
officials in the MOE and NSC as well as academics, particularly those in
the natural sciences, economics, and other fields generally favoring the use
of quantitative indicators. Prior to this, two anonymous reviewers were
given the task of evaluating a scholar’s list of publications in completing
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the performance evaluations. Predominantly based on less quantifiable
indicators, this process was seen as lacking objectivity, transparency, and
efficiency. While many supported reforms in one way or another, there
was also resistance from many in the academic community. As early
as 2003, academics had begun to organize in opposition to the new
measures. These local responses will be discussed later in greater depth.

The rationales for using international publication indicators stem from
the emphasis on university internationalization both in terms of public
resource allocation and the facilitation of higher education reform poli-
cies, namely, those calling for the establishment of world-class universities.
For universities, there are two major driving factors in this pursuit. One
is to acquire a superior position versus other higher education institutes
in the budgetary competition; the other is to make the university more
attractive to prospective students and faculty.

By promoting the use of international citation indexes as indicators
for research performance, Taiwanese HEIs are expected to enhance their
quality and competitiveness. As a direct response to these new poli-
cies, Taiwanese HEIs have set up administrative offices and centers fully
devoted to the development of selected key subject areas and to the
promotion of “quality” research. The primary performance evaluation
process involves counting the actual number of faculty publications in the
three databases to determine the final ranking of each college and univer-
sity. Thus, the academic faculty members of Taiwanese HEIs have been
under great pressure from both the government and their institutions to
publish internationally in order to acquire SSCI, SCI, A&HCI, and EI
records for the sake of promotion and accreditation (Ching 2014).

Impacts

Despite the best efforts of concerned parties to encourage academic excel-
lence in Taiwan, the highly quantitative evaluation indicators have had
negative effects. As the emphasis on publications indexed in the cita-
tion databases increases, the SSCI syndrome has permeated Taiwanese
academia. Under great pressure to publish in indexed, peer-reviewed jour-
nals, academics are forced to accept the reality that this pursuit is of
paramount importance from both a personal and institutional perspective,
and the notion of “publish or perish” prevails.

Publication figures are used as major criteria in the university evalu-
ation system, approval of research grants, university social rankings, the
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granting of tenure, promotion, and even the awarding of government
funding (Kao and Pao 2009). Not surprisingly, these assessment stan-
dards have led Taiwanese scholars to narrow their focus, emphasizing
publication in international journals, in English instead of Chinese, and in
subjects preferred by international journals rather than those addressing
local needs (Chen and Qian 2004).

Moreover, publication expectations are not uniform across all disci-
plines. The distinctive characteristics of particular academic subjects are
largely ignored, and professors of certain departments who feel that they
are being subjected to unfair competition have complained. The goal of
such evaluation is to improve research quality; however, the nature of
the subject and the effect of the social and cultural context must also
be considered (IREG 2010). In the evaluation of scholarship in terms of
SSCI and SCI academic publication, more than a single set of standards
should be applied to highlight the strengths and weaknesses of published
scholarly work. For example, the “Five Year, Fifty Billion” Plan, launched
in 2005 and sponsored again in 2011, is a program aimed at allocating
funds based on competition (Chou and Ching 2012; Chang and Ho
2007). The financial resources from the plan go to selected leading
universities, such as National Taiwan University (NTU), which ofters
more natural science courses than humanities and social science courses.
These universities thus end up with rich research facilities and adequate
financial assistance in an era of public budget constraints in Taiwan.
Consequently, other universities are neglected. The social science-oriented
National Chengchi University (NCCU), for one, has felt the impacts of
these reforms, receiving the least amount of funding.

Thus, the flexible salary system has a lower value for faculty and univer-
sities in the humanities and social sciences, who publish less in SSCI
and SCI than their counterparts in the natural sciences. Faculty members
from two prestigious national universities with comparable student popu-
lations in Taiwan are treated differently according to the current rules
of the game, in which only half of the faculty from the humanities
and social sciences are granted this award, which is 50% less than that
of their competitors with a science background. Increasing cultural and
reward gaps have worsened the existing unequal distribution of resources
between the sciences and the social sciences as a result of the govern-
ment’s new scheme. According to Ye (2004), the social sciences and
humanities, whose major forms of publication are books rather than
journal articles, are concerned mostly with local and national issues. These
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fields also have historical and cultural boundaries. Consequently, the arti-
cles can be difficult to translate into English to break cultural barriers and
address social concerns.

The academic incentive pay system also makes it far more complex
and difficult to evaluate performance and accountability than in the past.
As is the case with other professions, economic incentive is not the only
factor that motivates faculty to accomplish goals and excel. Differences in
level of performance in academia are large and contingent upon circum-
stances. According to research (Lin 2009), any tangible reward in the
form of recognition, coupled with monetary rewards and promotions, will
possibly yield increased productivity. However, it will also require a strong
intuitive appeal, such as self-motivation and dignity through achievement.
Many academic faculty prefer the idea of the university paying them indi-
rectly by improving the whole academic structure and environment rather
than setting a flexible salary that only rewards “star researchers,” while the
majority of faculty are devalued when they assume more responsibility for
teaching and community service (Lin 2009).

Local Responses

Due to the rise of the SSCI syndrome and the trends discussed in
the preceding sections, many have come to question the reforms. The
emphasis on quantitative evaluation indicators has aroused controversy,
and scholars of all disciplines are asking what can be done to prevent this
continuing over-emphasis on SSCI publication in higher education policy.
Reactions from the humanities and social sciences, fields in which research
accomplishments are overlooked by the current paper-driven orientation,
have been particularly strong.

As early as 2003, when the MOE and NSC were pushing to imple-
ment the new performance evaluation indicators, academics had already
begun to organize in response to the reforms. After holding a series of
conferences, a book entitled Globalization and Knowledge Production:
Reflections on Taiwan’s Academic Evaluations was published by a group
of academics in the social sciences (Reflections Meeting Working Group
2004). While these early efforts increased awareness about the potential
negative impacts of using international publication indicators, they were
ultimately unsuccesstul in altering the course of the reforms.

As research is increasingly geared toward publication rather than
public benefit, a debate has begun on whether these educational policies’
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performance indicators overly emphasize global standards and whether
international benchmarks are dominated by Western (particularly, Amer-
ican) tradition and practice (Mok and Tan 2004; Lai 2004; Wang 2014).
Unlike native English-speaking countries and other societies with histori-
cally high levels of English proficiency, English is a foreign language to the
vast majority of researchers in Taiwan. In order to participate and survive
in the international academic community, non-native English speakers
need to strive to overcome language obstacles in order to publish in
international journals. The global pervasiveness of the norm of English
as the lingua franca often ignores different voices from the peripheral, or
non-English-speaking, world (Liu 2014).

Nevertheless, more and more faculty members are falling victim to
the SSCI syndrome and the competitive winner-takes-all reward system
that emphasizes research more than teaching and other contributions to
society. In fact, faculty members across Taiwan have lost their jobs due
to their failure to satisfy research performance requirements or refusal to
submit to an evaluation. One of the most controversial cases in Taiwan
concerns a professor from a prestigious national university who was forced
to leave due to his refusal to apply for self-evaluation. Despite having
received two outstanding teaching awards on campus and being recog-
nized as an exceptional professor by his students, he could not succeed in
today’s academia. He had published an insufficient number of research
articles as well as failed to fulfill the university’s requirement for self-
evaluation. Thus, his case was vetoed twice, both by the university and the
MOE grievance committee. Nevertheless, his termination of employment
generated nationwide student support (Wang 2010).

In order to publicize the heated debates over SSCl-related issues,
a group of Taiwanese university faculty initiated an online petition for
collective action in November 2010. The petition had two purposes:
firstly, to demand that Taiwan’s government discontinue their policies
codifying indexed journals as the primary indicators for university evalua-
tion and funding purposes and adopt alternative evaluation policies. The
petition also urged public funding agencies to expand both the quantity
and the variety of academic journals in the international and domestic
journal citation databases and give concordant weights to publications in
the humanities and social sciences. The petition, on the whole, intended
to protest the reforms with social action, locally and globally, encouraging
Taiwan’s government and university authorities to include diverse and
reliable evaluation indicators in recognizing research of different nature
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and disciplines while creating culturally responsive evaluation criteria for
social sciences and humanities (Chou et al. 2013).

Since 2010, the petition has gained support from academics and civil
society, including endorsement by nearly 3000 petitioners, 85% of whom
worked in the humanities and social sciences and 10% in science-related
fields. In addition, the major demands of the petition have been echoed
in various public forums and public-sponsored research findings. More-
over, the debates over SSCI have continued to attract public awareness
via national news coverage. Not until mid-2012, did the top govern-
ment officials in Taiwan responsible for higher education policy, agree
for the first time to review the SSCI issue. Thereafter, the government
did make revisions to their pro-SSCI funding policies and evaluation
guidelines (NCCU Teachers’ Association 2012). Despite these minor
policy changes intended to address the demands of academics, the SSCI
syndrome continues to dominate the overall structure and reward system
in Taiwanese academia.

Going Global?

Taiwanese scholars have come to understand that it is of great impor-
tance to invite more public discourse and social action out of this issue in
search for alternative solutions to enhance competitiveness of Taiwan’s
higher education system. At the same time, professors have begun to
ask whether the case of Taiwan can serve as a testimony and lesson
for other higher education systems in the non-English-speaking world.
Despite the bibliographic purpose of citation indexes, university adminis-
trators and public funding agencies continue to employ them when hiring,
promoting, and funding faculty (Kokko and Sutherland 1999; Bauer and
Bakkalbasi 2005). Indeed, this phenomenon is not limited to HEIs in
Taiwan. There is increasing skepticism about the use of these tools to eval-
uate research performance (Ackermann 2001). According to the founder
of Thomson Reuters (Garfield 1994b), a more reliable evaluation system
should involve actually reading each article for its quality, although the
problem of judgment between peer reviewers then arises. While citation
criteria can be used as assessment measures of the impact of scientific
scholarship (Lawani and Bayer 1983), some studies still contend that ISI
citation indexes are far from objective, that determinations of the influ-
ence of ISI journals are not reliable, and that the word “global” stretches
the truth about the master journal list (Cruz 2007). Journal articles in
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the SSCI, SCIE, A&HCI, and EI are written mostly in English. Among
the 96 articles listed in the sociology section of the SSCI, for example,
45 are from the United States, 27 from the United Kingdom, four from
Germany, and two from France, all of which are written in English. Such
statistics are discouraging to non-English researchers in the humanities
and social sciences wishing to submit their articles to influential journals.
Both the language barrier and cultural irrelevancy of these journals is a
major factor in these considerations.

In Taiwanese attempts to increase the global awareness of the SSCI
syndrome, efforts have been made to catalyze international collective
responses. One notable example of this has been a book co-authored
by colleagues from Hong Kong, Malaysia, Taiwan, and the United
States entitled The SSCI Syndrome in Higher Education: A Local or
Global Phenomenon. This endeavor begins with empirical research on
Taiwan that critically examines how academics evaluate the impact of the
recent university governance reforms on institutional autonomy and the
academic profession, concluding that the academia in Taiwan and Asia,
as a whole, is continually impacted by its strong managerial governance
(Mok 2014).

Moreover, the rationale for a quantitative academic evaluation system
lies in the need to control a restless academia in the process of rampant
and factional democratization in Taiwan after the 1990s. Compared with
their counterparts in Japan and the United States, Taiwanese academia
has been characterized by factions and lacked the consensus of building
systematic and integrated types of research capabilities with local and
global features. Nevertheless, using citation indexes for academic evalua-
tion neglects the issue of how Taiwanese academic research can become
more attractive to international audiences while being reoriented towards
solving local issues at the same time (Wang 2014).

As with other countries, education policy and programs in Taiwan have
been myopic, refraining from any long-term focus due to the frequency
of political elections, which lead to changes of administration locally and
nationally. Consequently, quantitative criteria, justified as being in the
name of fairness and objectivity, are widely employed. However, this
approach conceals the subjective rationale of those who judge them. The
ideology of “winners take all” has resulted in a concentration of resources
among top-publication research groups and universities, widening the
social gap between classes. Higher education policies such as the Plan
to Develop First-class Universities and Top-level Research Centers have
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negatively impacted the nature of academic research and educational
equity (Chan and Lee 2014).

Furthermore, it has been demonstrated that the SSCI syndrome has a
discriminatory impact on local publication while reinforcing the academic
hegemony of native English-speaking countries. The current academic
reward policy in Taiwan has promoted utilitarianism, academic capitalism,
and hierarchy that aggravate the social injustice and inequity (Su 2014).
Faculty and student perceptions indicate that the continuous influence
of ISI has dominated the majority of academic settings and activities in
Taiwan (Ching 2014). Undoubtedly, this phenomenon is not unique to
Taiwan, though it must be noted that, at least when compared to China,
where economic and academic resources are less transparent and acces-
sible, Taiwan’s fairly even distribution of resources is quite distinct (Liu
2014). Nevertheless, there may be certain lessons to be gleaned from
Taiwan’s experiences in confronting the challenges presented by the SSCI
syndrome.

One possible solution to the SSCI syndrome that has been proposed
in the field of education is the creation of a citation database for inter-
national education journals specifically focusing on the Taiwan context.
The proponents of this solution argue that there should be a balance in
the importance given to the impact factors from local and international
citation indexes (Cheng et al. 2014).

On the whole, the SSCI syndrome in Taiwan reinforces the privileged
status of English in the international academic community. Ironically,
while the vast majority of the Taiwanese researchers are non-English
speakers, scholars in Taiwan have been encouraged by government and
university to self-align with the privileged discourse and participate in the
international academic community regardless of discipline and academic
background. Taiwan’s higher education policymakers still believe that the
legitimacy of a hegemonic English-based knowledge industry will enable
Taiwan’s academia to bring about a diverse voice from the periphery
and lead to a paradigm shift coming from within Taiwan’s academic
community (Wu and Bristow 2014; Liu 2014). Nevertheless, unlike the
natural sciences, the humanities and social sciences deal with more social
and cultural issues. Thus, the latter are expected to foster a culture of
social responsibility via culturally responsive and socially relevant research
whose content and findings should meet the needs of local people and
community. Therefore, the establishment of culturally responsive evalua-
tion criteria for social sciences and humanities are essential not only for
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the livelihood of academics in Taiwan and elsewhere but also for their
potential contributions to the greater social good.

CONCLUSION

With the expansion of Taiwan’s higher education system in the last two
decades, the maintenance of quality to meet the requirements for interna-
tional competitiveness has become a key concern for policymakers. This
article has detailed how, since the early 2000s, the MOE has introduced
a series of higher education policy reforms to enhance academic excel-
lence in universities and established a formal university evaluation policy
to improve the competitiveness and international visibility of Taiwanese
universities. In so doing, the government has codified a clear link between
evaluation results and public funding allocation. Faculty research perfor-
mance has been prioritized as the key indicator for gaining public funding
as well as academic and social prestige. University evaluation has taken
on a highly quantitative dimension, which rewards academics based
on factors associated with the number of articles published in journals
indexed by SSCI and other indexes. The emphasis on quantitative eval-
uation indicators has resulted in mixed feelings and reactions among
members of academic disciplines nationwide. Particularly for academics in
humanities and social sciences, many of their research accomplishments
have been undervalued or neglected by the dominant emphasis on quan-
titative indicators. In detailing the momentous impacts that these policy
changes have had on academia and the responses that have resulted from
them, this article has discussed some of the potential solutions to this
SSCI syndrome that have been proposed in Taiwan. While it has its limi-
tations and the process remains ongoing, the Taiwanese experience may
offer valuable lessons for the many other non-English-speaking coun-
tries on the academic “periphery” that are currently undergoing similar
challenges in academia.
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