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Abstract

Purpose: This review demonstrates how to position Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI) papers

reasonably in order to promote the reform and development of the system for evaluating social

sciences research (E-SSR) in China.

Design/Approach/Methods: This review examines the contributions made by SSCI papers after

such papers became a tool in the E-SSR system in Chinese universities, and the resultant issues.

This review analyzes documents pertaining to the E-SSR systems of more than 50 world-class

universities with consideration to the inherent characteristics and historical mission of social

sciences research in China. The findings serve as the basis from which to examine the future trends

in the reform of the E-SSR system in Chinese universities.

Findings: The application of SSCI papers as an E-SSR tool is not common in world-class universities.

To date, the reform of the E-SSR system in Chinese universities has involved: (i) establishing a

pluralistic evaluation mechanism, with equal importance placed on SSCI papers and other research

achievements; (ii) emphasizing the need for caution in using SSCI papers as an E-SSR tool and

instituting distinct treatments for various disciplines; (iii) reducing the importance attached to

journal language and ranking, while emphasizing innovation quality and practical contributions; and
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(iv) establishing China’s E-SSR standards in order to achieve an equilibrium between inter-

nationalization and localization.

Originality/Value: This review argues that although SSCI papers constitute an indicator of E-SSR

system, their importance must not be overstated. The main purpose of the E-SSR system is to

facilitate the development of social sciences with a style and characteristics unique to China.

Keywords

Reform trends, scientific research evaluation system, social sciences in China, SSCI papers

Date received: 13 May 2020; accepted: 23 June 2020

The value of SSCI papers in China’s E-SSR system

In recent years, Chinese universities have used institutional regulations to guide and encourage the

publication of SSCI papers by their faculty members. Universities also use the number of papers as

a yardstick to evaluate the academic levels of faculty members and disciplines. In the social

sciences, SSCI papers have become the basis of talent recruitment, evaluation of professional

titles, and awarding of scientific research grants.

Chinese universities have begun releasing the number of SSCI-indexed papers published by

their various faculties and departments as well as the frequency with which these papers were cited.

In China, the role of SSCI is not just a database for scientific researchers, but an important standard

for the E-SSR system and related achievements (Dang, 2005). Moreover, many Chinese univer-

sities treat SSCI and CSSCI papers differently when awarding the publication of papers, such that

“the award amount for an SSCI paper published in an international journal is usually several times,

or even ten to twenty times, more than that for a local CSSCI paper” (Xu & Jiang, 2018, p. 49).

This reflects the premium status of SSCI papers within the E-SSR system in Chinese universities.

Impact of introducing SSCI papers into China’s E-SSR system

Although the SSR level of a country (or particular scientific research institution or scholar) cannot be

accurately measured using the number of SSCI papers published, this indicator reflects its interna-

tional status within a research field to a large extent (Kousha & Thelwall, 2007). As such, introducing

SSCI into China’s E-SSR system and encouraging faculty members to publish papers in interna-

tional journals have contributed to the internationalization of SSR in the country. On the one hand,

the international academic impact of Chinese social sciences has increased, facilitating the trans-

formation of “silent China” into “China with a voice” (Liu, 2019, p. 111). The standardization of the

country’s academic research paradigm and improvement in the academic rationality of research

have also contributed to this shift (Liu & Ding, 2014).
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On the other hand, the excessive reliance on SSCI papers has created several issues that cannot

be ignored, including a lack of in-depth research into Chinese real social problems. As Liu and

Ding (2014) note, “When selecting topics to write papers for publication in SSCI journals, scholars

from China were more inclined towards popular issues that western countries were concerned

about” (p. 88). According to Qin and Zhang (2008), a desire to be published in English journals and

to attract the attention of foreign academic journals resulted in three phenomena: First, Chinese

scholars began researching topics currently studied by Americans; second, they began studying

local issues of interest to Americans; third, they began interpreting local issues through direct

recourse to Western theories. Consequently, many local studies have become a database for

American research or evidence of the applicability of Western theories in the Chinese context.

As a result, Qin and Zhang (2008) note, “the local issues that really need to be studied and solved

were frequently ignored” (p. 8).

Therefore, although the publication of SSCI papers offers rich rewards for scientific research,

research has failed to meet the country’s social development needs. In this respect, emphasis on

publishing SSCI papers has made “scholars mistakenly equate internationalization with a high

quality level, thus weakening the role of scientific research at serving the country’s development”

(Liu & Ding, 2014, p. 91). Exaggerating the evaluative function of SSCI papers and placing this

indicator at such a “supreme” position in the evaluation system have also led to a discrimination

against the publication of papers in Chinese (Chou, 2014, p. 12).

Discussion

The world-class universities of other countries rarely apply SSCI papers as an E-SSR tool. A

review of faculty member handbooks of 54 world-class universities, including Harvard University

and Stanford University, reveals no mention of SSCI papers in respect to promotion, tenure, or

performance assessment. In contrast, the corresponding guidelines for faculty members in the

social sciences in Chinese institutions almost always include SSCI papers. Drawing on the experi-

ences of other countries, as well as the developmental characteristics of the social sciences in

China and the reality of its E-SSR system, this review proposes the following reform directions for

China’s E-SSR system.

Establish a pluralistic evaluation mechanism, with equal importance placed on SSCI

papers and other research achievements

In world-class universities, both print and nonprint research achievements are considered for

promotion, tenure, and performance assessment. In this respect, published papers are just one

form of print achievements. For instance, Texas State University’s College of Education con-

siders 10 categories of print materials—including books, articles, conference proceedings,
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abstracts, reports, and book reviews—when evaluating promotions. Books comprise five sub-

categories: scholarly monographs, textbooks, edited books, chapters in books, and creative

books. Articles published in both refereed and non-refereed journals are also included (Texas

State University, 2018).

In addition to SSCI papers, the status of other forms of achievement—including academic

monographs, consulting reports, textbooks, and translations—should be enhanced in the E-SSR

system of Chinese universities. Instead of giving supremacy to papers, especially SSCI papers, a

pluralistic evaluation mechanism should be established. As Chen (2011) argues, if Chinese scholars

wish to step out onto the world stage without being overbearing or self-effacing, they must first

“improve their personal abilities and strive to improve the overall academic level. They should

remain patient, work hard, spend a decade boosting their strength, and another decade heeding

lessons from the past and training conscientiously. By the time a large number of works embracing

an international perspective and local sentiments have accumulated, the goal of internationalizing

Chinese academia will be achieved naturally” (p. 66).

Apply SSCI papers as an E-SSR tool with caution and institute distinct treatments

for various disciplines

In their empirical study, Klein and Chiang (2004) confirm that SSCI cannot accurately reflect the

quality of published results as well as the existence of obvious ideological biases. As a result of the

uneven distribution of disciplines, the use of SSCI has produced numerous biases in overall E-SSR

(Chu et al., 2003). The SSCI contains the lowest number of ethnological journals, but the highest

number of psychological journals. Indeed, due to its inclination and preference, SSCI cannot provide

fair evaluations for academic research in the fields of modern languages and literature or theories of

socialism with Chinese characteristics (Zhuo, 2011). It is necessary to recognize that the SSCI’s

uneven distribution of disciplines prevent its application to all disciplines in the social sciences.

Accordingly, SSCI should be used discriminately according to the characteristics and particularities

of individual disciplines.

Reduce the importance of language used and journal ranking, and emphasize innovation

quality and actual contributions

This article reviews the recruitment and promotional literature of 54 world-class universities, find-

ing that their evaluation standards primarily emphasizes originality, high accomplishment level and

quality, as well as potential. For example, the criteria for lifelong tenure in Harvard University’s

Faculty of Arts and Sciences include scholarly achievement and impact on the field, evidence of

intellectual leadership and creative accomplishment, potential for future accomplishments, and

potential contribution to the university and broader scholarly community (Harvard University,
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2012). The evaluation standards focused on faculty members’ level of achievements in scientific

research and the influence of those achievements. Essentially, these criteria have nothing to do with

the journals in which faculty members’ papers were published or the language in which they were

written. According to Li (2020), “The specific journal that published the paper, the language of the

paper, the amount of attention garnered after publication and the ways the attention was given—all

these have no bearing on the scientific value of knowledge innovation, and should not be misinter-

preted as standards for evaluating scientific research” (p. 13). Therefore, China’s E-SSR system

should downplay the language used and journal ranking, and shift the actual evaluation foci to

innovation quality and practical contribution.

Establish China’s standards of E-SSR with the aim of achieving an equilibrium between

internationalization and localization

In terms of the nature of the various disciplines, the natural sciences constitute a pure knowledge

system that emphasizes value neutrality. In contrast, the social sciences comprise a broad duality:

namely, a knowledge system and an ideology (Yang, 2017). In this sense, there are “borders” within

the social sciences (Zhuo, 2011, p. 9). The famous sociologist Xiaotong Fei advocated cultural

awareness in later life. This idea is particularly important for the development of social sciences

in China. Summarizing the course of cultural awareness, Fei (1997) claimed that “Every form of

beauty has its uniqueness; it is precious to appreciate other forms of beauty with openness. When

beauty is represented by diversity and integrity, the world will be blessed with harmony and unity”

(p. 22).

In this respect, we need to identify the unique advantages and inherent characteristics of

China’s social sciences and develop these through self-reflection. Instead of blindly looking

up to others, we should “step out” with our own unique stance. We must self-adapt to the

global perspective, and engage in equal exchange and mutual growth with other cultures in

creating a global civilization where “beauty is represented by diversity and integrity.” China’s

E-SSR system should serve the purpose of “building social sciences with the characteristics

and a style and imposing manner that are unique to the country, but are also of universal

significance” (Yang, 2017). In the process of internationalizing the social sciences, China’s E-

SSR standards should be formulated to achieve an equilibrium between internationalization

and localization.

Declaration of conflicting interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, authorship, and/or

publication of this article.

574 ECNU Review of Education 3(3)



Funding

The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publi-

cation of this article: This research was supported by the National Social Science Foundation of China:

General Program (BIA170162).

References

Chen, P. (2011). International horizon and local feelings: How to hold dialogues with sinologists [in Chinese].

Journal of Shanghai Normal University (Philosophy & Social Sciences), 40(6), 56–68.

Chou, C. P. (2014). The SSCI syndrome in Taiwan’s academia. Education Policy Analysis Archives, 22(29).

http://dx.doi.org/10.14507/epaa.v22n29.2014

Chu, C. F., Liu, Y., & Xiong, X. (2003). The impact of SSCI indexed periodicals’ discipline distribution on

the social sciences research evaluation [in Chinese]. Science of Science and Management of S.& T.,

24(11), 19–22.

Dang, S. (2005). Can the American standard be the highest evaluation standard for the achievements of

Chinese humanities and social sciences? Using SSCI as an example [in Chinese]. Tribune of Social

Sciences, (4), 62–72.

Fei, X. (1997). Reflections, dialogues and the consciousness of culture [in Chinese]. Journal of Peking

University (Philosophy and Social Sciences), (3), 15–22þ158.

Harvard University. (2012). FAS appointment and promotion handbook. Retrieved March 8, 2020 from

https://academic-appointments.fas.harvard.edu/4-tenured-professors

Klein, D. B., & Chiang, E. (2004). The Social Science Citation Index: A black box—With an ideological bias?

Econ Journal Watch, 1(1), 134–165.

Kousha, K., & Thelwall, M. (2007). The web impact of open access social science research. Library &

Information Science Research, 29(4), 495–507.

Li, J. (2020, March 3). Breaking “SCI first” and improving scientific research evaluation [in Chinese].

Guangming Daily, p. 13.

Liu, L. (2019). The bibliometric analysis of SSCI articles in Chinese mainland from 1978–2007 —A view on

the internationalization of social sciences research [Doctoral dissertation] [in Chinese]. Shanghai Jiao

Tong University.

Liu, Q., & Ding, R. (2014). Impacts of SSCI on the academic research of Chinese scholars: Taking education

discipline as an example [in Chinese]. International and Comparative Education, 294(7), 87–92.

Qin, H., & Zhang, R. (2008). Reflection on SSCI and evaluation of university seniority of social scientific

research [in Chinese]. Journal of Higher Education, 29(3), 6–12.

Texas State University. (2018). TEXAS STATE VITA (with Fine Arts components). Retrieved March 8, 2020

from https://policies.txstate.edu/division-policies/academic-affairs/04-02-20.html

Xu, X., & Jiang, K. (2018). Humanities and social sciences academics’ perceptions of incentive mechanism

for international publications [in Chinese]. Journal of Higher Education, 39(1), 48–60.

Yang, G. (2017, April 24). The particularity of social sciences [in Chinese]. Guangming Daily, p. 11.

Zhuo, W. (2011). Reflection on SSCI and academic evaluation of humanities and social sciences in colleges

and universities using Xihua university as an example [in Chinese]. Journal of Higher Education:

Chengdu, (4), 12–14.

Liu et al. 575

http://dx.doi.org/10.14507/epaa.v22n29.2014
https://academic-appointments.fas.harvard.edu/4-tenured-professors
https://policies.txstate.edu/division-policies/academic-affairs/04-02-20.html


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 266
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 175
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 266
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 175
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 900
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 175
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 9
      /MarksWeight 0.125000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [288 288]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


