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The National Science Council Sociological Methodology Workshop Series, launched in September 2003, is an initiative to upgrade the methodological standards of empirical social research by Taiwanese scholars. The initiative embraces a broad notion of methodology that encompasses not only the techniques for linking theory and evidence, but also the art of designing research, conducting analysis, interpreting findings, and communicating results. Methodology in this sense goes well beyond data analysis. By contrast, methodological training in local and foreign universities is heavily technique-oriented. The mandate of the NSC Series is to fill the large gap between technical skill and methodological excellence.
Meeting the mandate is a difficult challenge for the organizing committee that includes Prof. Chin-fen Chang (張晉芬教授) as the chairperson, Prof. Su-hao Tu (杜素豪教授), and myself. We bring to the task a distinguished group of foreign scholars who have exemplified an ability to leverage methodological excellence in making substantive contributions. To take advantage of the accomplishments and valuable experiences of these scholars, we ask each speaker to emphasize and illustrate the connection between substance and method when discussing any methodological problem and solution. Drawing on a diverse set of substantive research areas, the speakers will motivate and examine a variety of methodological issues. In the first workshop of the Series, for instance, Prof. Raymond Wong of the University of California, Santa Barbara, discussed methodological problems in comparative stratification research and covered such techniques as association models for categorical data analysis and missing data imputation. Further details on the Workshop Series are available at the official web site (http://www.socwkp.sinica.edu.tw).

Last June, we conducted the second workshop in the Series with an attendance of 30-40 people. The speaker was Prof. Xueguang Zhou, who is currently on leave from Duke University and heading the Department of Management of Organizations at the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology. The title of the three-part workshop is “(Quantitative) Methodology in (Sociological) Research: Practical Lessons.” The title may have misleadingly sounded like an introduction to a research method course. In fact, it is anything but run-of-the-mill. The organizing committee has designed the workshops series for active practitioners of empirical sociology. In line with this design, Prof. Zhou’s workshop is packed with lessons and guidelines that may be a little advanced for students lacking much research experience. However, the content would be a great meal for any aspiring sociologist, junior and senior professors alike, who is interested in producing high quality empirical research.

To the credit of Prof. Zhou’s ingenuity, the design and coverage of the workshop is comprehensive, profound, and interesting. Also adding strength to the personable lecturing and discussion is the fact that Prof. Zhou speaks fluent Chinese. As a researcher, Prof. Zhou exemplifies a scholarship distinguished by a keen commitment to originality and to doing his best in every paper. Covering such topics as the best ways to connect analysis to theory and the common pitfalls that may plague an empirical study, Prof. Zhou fills his lectures with many anecdotes of the natural histories of his own research and witty Chinese sayings that vividly sum up his insights. Being a champion of the Stanford school of institutional theory, he is highly theory-driven and emphasized to the linkage between theory and analysis. Indeed his lectures include intriguing examples of successes and failures.

Besides a crafty scholar, Prof. Zhou is also known for his excellence in referee service. As expected, his lectures are infused with the unique perspective of a reviewer for the top sociology journals. The final section on the writing and review process is a tour de force in which we witness how Prof. Zhou carries himself through the difficult process of satisfying critical referees and how an unrelenting commitment to doing the best job in each project really undergirds his distinguished publication records. We even learn of a signaling theory for the manuscript writing and refereeing process – a theory that I find credible and has plenty of practical and useful implications.
For example, the theory suggests that one of the most common mistakes in professional research and writing is to aim low. Aiming low does not raise one’s chance of success. Instead, setting a low standard will signal to the reviewers and editors a half-hearted commitment to addressing a research problem. This is a damaging signal indeed; it amounts to shooting one’s own feet. Low expectation begets uncommitted arguments and analysis, which will likely invite disrespect from reviewers and editors. Hence aiming low is often the unfortunate beginning of a self-fulfilling prophecy that has trapped not only many junior scholars but also senior researchers. The moral is clear: it is counterproductive to aim low, and it pays to aim high. This advice is not based on the logic of positive psychology. Instead, it is a simple consequence of the signaling dynamics in academic publication. Ignore it at your own risk.
The evaluative responses from our questionnaire survey of participants are overwhelmingly appreciative of the richness and usefulness of the lectures. The cheers are well justified. After all, Prof. Zhou has skillfully demonstrated that it is possible to conceptualize and codify the research and writing process. His codification is so fruitful that it does not just represent a mental map of the process but a menu of useful tips and tricks for an aspiring researcher. He illustrates each critical component of the intellectual process with concrete and nontrivial examples. I can hardly think of a moment when the discussion might sound like either cheap talks or abstract ideals. As a bonus to attendance, participants not only could have one-on-one appointments with Prof. Zhou, but were also given the unique privilege of on-site reading and discussion of exemplary reviewer comments and Prof. Zhou’s replies for three of his seminal papers, either published or forthcoming in the AJS and ASR. The participants like the workshop because they are very well served.

For those who have missed the opportunity to participate, you have missed a lot. Fortunately, not all are lost. I strongly recommend that you visit the official web site of the Workshop Series. On the web site are video archives and the wonderfully prepared powerpoint slides for each lecture. The quality of the video is much better than that of the first workshop.

The organizing committee invited Prof. Zhou because of his unique blend of methodological rigor and innovativeness in diverse substantive areas. We expected Prof. Zhou to be able to offer the local community privileged access to the inner workings of an outstanding scholar, a prolific mind, and a gifted referee at the research frontiers of organization, stratification, and China studies. I am pleased to acknowledge that we are fully vindicated. On behalf of the organizing committee and the sociological community in Taiwan, I extend our deep gratitude to Prof. Zhou for his diligence and exemplary effort in making the workshop a big success. We also thank the generous support of the Institute of Sociology with space, hardware, administrative staff and research assistants, and the technical assistance from the Computation Center and the Center for Survey Research.
More workshops are coming up. On September 20-24, Prof. Karl Ulrich Mayer of Yale University will offer the third workshop on the theory and quantitative methodology for life course research. Technically, the workshop is most directly related to event history modeling or survival analysis. Substantively, the workshop will be related to life course, human development, aging, family, and labor market studies. Prof. Mayer’s research areas are wide-ranging: stratification, education, labor markets, life course and aging, family demography as well as the transformation of East Germany. He is the principal investigator of the famous German Life History Study and the co-principal investigator of the interdisciplinary Berlin Aging Study. Prof. Mayer has a lot to offer us. So don’t miss the chance. The deadline for application is August 20. Please consult the web site of the Workshop Series for details.

On December 6-10, Prof. Glenn Firebaugh of Penn State University, former editor of the ASR, will deliver the fourth NSC workshop. The focus will be on the critical role of conceptualization and measurement in substantive research. Additional details will be announced on the official web site as they become available. Please reserve your time now. Finally, if you have questions concerning the upcoming workshops or any other issues, please feel free to contact the project assistant (鄭麗慧) by phone (02-26523349) or by email (socwkp@gate.sinica.edu.tw).
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