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External engagement in Taiwan Studies Jonathan Sullivan, University of Nottingham This is a pre-pub version of a paper forthcoming in Issues & Studies. Comments and queries welcome to [email protected]



Taiwan Studies is currently facing something of an existential crisis. 1 Its practitioners are unsure about the viability and sustainability of the field, or even how to define it.2 As it finds itself increasingly marginalized within international society, Taiwan as a subject for researchers, funders, publishers and employers has lost much of the lustre it once had as an exemplar of economic development and peaceful democratization. Although there is evidence that the field is buoyed by talented and industrious people who are producing high quality research, it is fragmented and the Taiwan Studies community across continents lacks a central focal point. 3 Although Taiwan Studies is prone to prevailing trends within the broader academy and in international affairs that are outside of Taiwan scholars’ control, there is one area where we can raise the visibility of the field and strengthen its identity. Namely, outreach activities in which we disseminate our research and insights on Taiwan beyond the narrow confines of the field and the academy to engage external audiences. Without doing so, the Taiwanese issues that motivate our research will not be as prominent as we could make them, and the misconceptions that publics and media hold about Taiwan will persist unchallenged by the more nuanced understandings that we possess. Currently there is a small number of senior Taiwan scholars whose opinions are regularly sought by policy and opinion makers, and who represent themselves and the field with aplomb. Yet there is ample scope for colleagues who are not equivalent field leaders to contribute to public debates about Taiwan and to promote insights based on their own research.4 I will present evidence in this article that suggests they are not currently maximizing opportunities to do so. Equally, I will provide some ideas on how, particularly junior colleagues, can expand their public profiles. 1



Murray Rubinstein, “Is Taiwan Studies Dead? The Death and Transfiguration of a Sub-field,” European Association of Taiwan Studies, Madrid, (April 16th-18th 2009). 2 Jonathan Sullivan and Gudrun Seiler-Holmer, “Mapping the Taiwan Studies Field.” Issues and Studies 47, No. 3 (2011): 1-28. 3 This statement is not meant to overlook the contributions of organizations like NATSA and EATS, nor indeed Issues and Studies, which Taiwan scholars have identified as a de facto ‘Taiwan journal’. See, Jonathan Sullivan, “Is Taiwan Studies in Decline?” The China Quarterly 207 (2011): 706-18. 4 For a summary of the benefits of blogging specifically for junior academics, see http://www.guardian.co.uk/higher-education-network/blog/2011/sep/20/academy-scared-of-blogging
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Not only does external engagement have implications for the Taiwan studies field, it is an imperative that increasingly prevails upon individual academics, with concomitant implications for career advancement. Institutions that support and shape academic endeavours (incorporating both public and private funding agencies) are increasingly demanding that researchers demonstrate the ‘value’ or ‘impact’ of their work. One aspect of this requirement is to engage with actors outside of the academy. National research funding agencies demand that researchers explicitly incorporate external engagement activities into their grant proposals. Universities expect academics to conduct outreach activities alongside their other duties, and explicitly build this expectation into job descriptions. In the UK, the Higher Education Funding Council’s (HEFCE) “impact agenda” has codified external engagement and research impact as criteria of “research excellence.” 5 Outreach activities, which will count for 20% of UK institutions’ returns in the 2014 Research Excellence Framework (REF), thus have a direct effect on the amount of public funding that UK universities receive. These moves have been criticised for infringing on academics’ intellectual freedom, leading to the dumbing down of research findings, or bowing to the twin cultures of commercialism and managerialism. But other viewpoints acknowledge the need for academic accountability and provide arguments on the importance of academic perspectives feeding in to popular and policy debates.6 These two scenarios, the difficulties facing the Taiwan studies field and the popularization of external engagement as part of academic life, form the backdrop and motivation for a recently concluded experiment with a collaborative academic blog. The “Taiwan 2012” blog ran for 12 weeks between November 1st and January 19th, providing coverage and analysis of the 2012 presidential and legislative elections in Taiwan. The blog published over one hundred Taiwan-related posts written by around fifty Taiwan specialists.7 The blog attracted over sixty thousand views and, as the sole venue for collective academic analysis of the campaigns, generated substantial media interest. The purpose of this article is to report back to the Taiwan studies community on this exercise, and demonstrate the potential for an outreach activity to reach a broad audience while also bringing colleagues together in a collaborative enterprise and potentially strengthening our identity as a field. I will discuss the process and some of the difficulties I encountered in running the blog, which 5



See http://www.hefce.ac.uk/research/ref/pubs/other/re01_10/ See for instance, http://duckofminerva.blogspot.co.uk/2012/04/transnational-politics-iirr-and.html 7 Contributors were mostly academics, but also included journalists, NGO/think tank members, bloggers and graduate students. The complete archive is accessible at http://nottspolitics.org/category/taiwan-2012/ 6
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I hope will be useful and perhaps serve as the stimulus for further Taiwan studies initiatives. In addition to reporting on the Taiwan 2012 blog, I will broaden the focus of the article by presenting findings on a survey of Taiwan scholars’ practices and attitudes toward outreach activities. Blogging as a tool for academic outreach Blogs are web pages that provide “online commentary, periodically updated and presented in reverse chronological order, with hyperlinks to other online sources.” 8 They are versatile, easy to maintain and entry barriers are low: “all a blogger needs [is] a computer, internet access, and an opinion.”9 Blogs allow users to post commentary on their interests, to include a variety of multimedia content and let readers to interact via comment and contact functions. They represent a “useful platform to present experiences, ideas and observations in a personalized manner.”10 Given these advantages and the proliferation of free, user-friendly software, it is not surprising that blogging has become a very popular medium generally and that the attraction extends to the academy. Although blogging is not a particularly new medium, having been around since the mid-late 1990s, the number of blogging academics has increased significantly in recent years. This is partly due to the expectation that academics engage broader audiences noted above, but also as a result of ‘A-list’ academic-bloggers such as (in my discipline) Steven Walt and Dan Drezner increasing the profile and perceived value of blogging as an acceptable academic enterprise. 11 The English language blogosphere contains many blogs about Taiwan and China, including several excellent collaborative academic blogs on China. For example, China Beat hosted at UC Irvine, China Digital Times at UC Berkeley and the China Media Project at Hong Kong University.12 There are several popular and useful China blogs attached to media outlets, such as the Wall Street Journal’s China Realtime, the New Yorker’s Letter from China and the Economist’s Analects.13 There are also a number of Taiwanese politics-focused blogs primarily run by western expats based in Taiwan. Several of these blogs, such as Michael Turton’s View from Taiwan, J. Michael 8



Daniel Drezner and Henry Farrell, “Introduction: Blogs, Politics and Power,” Public Choice 134, Nos. 1/2 (2008): 2. 9 Andrew Rosenbloom, “The Blogosphere,” Communications of the ACM 47, No. 12 (2004): 31. 10 Ross Ferguson and Barry Griffiths, “Thin Democracy? Parliamentarians, Citizens and the Influence of Blogging on Political Engagement,” Parliamentary Affairs 59, No. 2 (2006): 369. 11 Drezner’s blog available at http://drezner.foreignpolicy.com/, Walt’s at http://walt.foreignpolicy.com/ 12 The China Beat accessible here http://www.thechinabeat.org/, China Digital Times here http://chinadigitaltimes.net/, and the China Media Project here http://cmp.hku.hk/ 13 New Yorker’s Letter from China here http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/evanosnos, Wall Street Journal’s China Realtime is available at http://blogs.wsj.com/chinarealtime/ and Analects here http://www.economist.com/blogs/analects
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Cole’s Far Eastern Sweet Potato and Ben Goren’s Letters from Taiwan,14feature detailed and accomplished analyses. However, as Dafydd Fell notes, they are (generally) “not the place to seek neutral political commentary.”15 The very small number of English language blogs on Taiwanese politics by academics includes Nathan Batto’s Frozen Garlic and Paul Katz’s periodic Tales from Taiwan contribution to the China Beat blog.16 However, the Taiwan 2012 blog was the first (and only) collaborative venture between academic specialists publishing in English on Taiwanese politics for a wider audience.



Establishing and maintaining the Taiwan 2012 blog I started preparing for the blog (working out technical details and inviting contributors) one month prior to going live on November 1st 2011. Rather than establishing a completely new platform, I took over my department’s existing blog (Ballots & Bullets) for the duration of the campaigns. The blog ran for 12 weeks, with the final post on Jan 19th, five days after the elections on Jan 14th. During the 12 week period I published new content every day, with the exception of five days over the Christmas break. In total, the blog featured 123 posts, of which I wrote 46 (37%) and 77 (63%) were written by guest contributors whom I invited by personal email. Guest posters included Taiwan specialists from institutions in Taiwan and around the world, and a smaller number of journalists, members of NGOs and bloggers.17 All content was requested and published in English, which I edited for language and stylistic issues. Contributions were invited from supporters of positions across the political spectrum and no restrictions were set on tone or political views.



Figure 1: The Taiwan 2012 blog logo
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The View from Taiwan is accessible at http://michaelturton.blogspot.com/, Far Eastern Sweet Potato here http://fareasternpotato.blogspot.co.uk/ and Letters from Taiwan here http://lettersfromtaiwan.tumblr.com/ 15 Dafydd Fell, Government and Politics in Taiwan. London: Routledge (2012): 83. 16 Frozen Garlic: http://frozengarlic.wordpress.com/, Tales from Taiwan: http://www.thechinabeat.org/?cat=5 17 For a list of contributors see http://nottspolitics.org/2012/01/20/wrapping-up-taiwan-2012/
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The response rate of outside contributors was around 25%, i.e. one quarter of invitees delivered content used on the blog. Around 5% agreed to contribute but failed to deliver. A similar proportion declined due to workload commitments, an expressed lack of interest or, despite my protestations to the contrary, because they had “nothing to say”. One of the more disappointing aspects of the whole experience was that two thirds of the Taiwan studies colleagues I invited to contribute, via two personal and two block emails, did not respond. Ultimately, around fifty colleagues contributed to the blog, several on multiple occasions. Given that, in the initial stages at least, the blog was an unknown quantity, the number of contributors was considerable and I take this opportunity to thank them again for their time and efforts. Of the academics who contributed, 42% were junior colleagues (PhD students or postdocs), 23% were mid-career (assistant or associate professor) and 35% were full or Chair professors. Pieces published on the blog ranged from 400 to 1500 words, and content included commentary, analysis, reports based on authors’ academic research, and multimedia offerings. Since the mainstream Taiwan Studies literature is dominated by politics and its sub-fields, 18 I deliberately sought contributions from specialists across a wide range of disciplines, despite the subject matter at hand (i.e. the presidential and legislative elections). I worked hard to convince colleagues in the humanities and other social sciences of the relevance and importance of their non-political science perspectives on the elections and Taiwanese politics and society more broadly. This decision is reflected in posts elucidating perspectives from literary studies, history, anthropology, sociology, law etc., and these contributions added significantly to the nuance and variety of the blog’s coverage. Indeed, some of the most resonant posts, measured by number of views, tweets and comments, were written by historians, geographers and sociologists respectively. I publicized the blog by contacting influential bloggers, journalists and gatekeepers in the academy, for example leaders of political associations and special groups in Europe, Asia and the US. I did this heavily in the initial period and continued these efforts to a lesser degree throughout the twelve weeks. The blog quickly attracted an audience of several thousand and thereafter generated its own momentum, with a loyal readership disseminating content via various social media. An important task was to get the blog linked to by existing blogs and other online media, which I did by contacting bloggers and media people directly on numerous occasions. I also publicized the blog and linked to new content on my personal Twitter account and via my School’s social media. Securing regular re-tweets from other 18



Sullivan, “Is Taiwan Studies in decline?”
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Twitter users, particularly journalists, NGOs and media outlets with large numbers of followers, was especially important. A further source of traffic came from being linked to by politics forums attached to media, blogs and the XFuture prediction market. Assessing the success of the blog The underlying goal of the Taiwan 2012 blog was to bring the more nuanced understanding of Taiwanese politics and society that Taiwan scholars possess to a larger and more general audience than would normally read academic research published in journals and monographs. There are several measures that we can use to assess how successful the blog was in attaining these goals, including audience size, the number of page views, the international composition of the readership and the extent that the blog facilitated dialogue and external interest. Looking first at the number of visits, data recorded by Google Analytics indicates that in the 12 week period the blog attracted 32,261 visitors. Promoting the blog for around one month prior to its launch resulted in an immediate audience of around 2000. This level was maintained consistently, with an expected dip during Christmas week. During the final week of the campaign, the number of recorded visits increased dramatically to over 7000. These temporal trends are represented as the number of weekly visits shown in Chart 1 below.



Source: Google Analytics. Nov 1st 2011- Jan 19th 2012.



A second estimate of audience size is the number of page views, shown in Chart 2. Statistics recorded by WordPress, the blog platform provider, indicate that between Nov 1st 2011 and Jan 19th 2012 the blog generated 60,789 page views. The equivalent data recorded by Google 6



Analytics estimates 63,076 page views. Based on the lower estimates recorded by WordPress, the blog consistently averaged around 4500 page views per week, with the exception of a dip during Christmas week and greater popularity in the final week before Election Day. The blog generated 14,503 page views in the final week of the campaign, with 4220 page views on Election Day alone. On Election Day I live-blogged for eight hours as the results came in. During this time, the blog became a central resource for journalists and general readers requiring immediate English language coverage and analysis of the election results, reflected in a constant stream of interview requests.



Source: WordPress Site Stats. Nov 1st 2011- Jan 19th 2012.



Established in 2011 on the back of an award-winning blog covering the UK general election, Ballots and Bullets is one of the more successful academic blogs in the UK, with content primarily focusing on British and European political issues. As an indication of the high level of interest that the Taiwan 2012 blog generated, the monthly average number of views was more than double during the Taiwanese campaigns than in the preceding six months. Chart 3 sets out this comparison.
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Chart 3: Monthly page views



25000 20000 15000 10000 5000 0 Source: WordPress Site Stats. April 1st 2011- Jan 19th 2012. Taiwan 2012 period in black.



Not only did the Taiwan 2012 blog generate substantial traffic, it had a big effect on the composition of the readership. As a UK-based blog with a predominant focus on UK/EU politics, Ballots & Bullet’s readership was largely UK-based. For instance, data recorded by Google Analytics in the six month period preceding the launch of Taiwan 2012 (i.e. May 1st – Oct 31st 2011), an average of 81.5% of readers came from the UK. During the same period the average proportion of total visits arriving from the US was 5% and from Taiwan it was essentially zero. As Chart 4 below demonstrates, the geographical distribution of our audience changed substantially during the Taiwan 2012 period. Across the entire twelve week period, the mean proportion of visits from the UK fell to 34%, with an average of 29% from Taiwan and 18% from the US. During the final three weeks of the Taiwanese election campaigns, an average of 19% of readers came from the UK, 33% from Taiwan and 22% from the US. In the final week before Election Day, the percentage of visits from the UK fell to 13%, with 45% of readers based in Taiwan and 20% based in the US. The remaining 22% of visitors was primarily based in Canada, Australia, China, Hong Kong, Singapore and Japan. Given my objective, stated in the blog’s inaugural post, to increase understanding and raise awareness of Taiwanese issues among as great an audience as possible, these results are very encouraging. Furthermore, this outcome was consistent with my institution’s internationalization policies.
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Source: Google Analytics. May 1st 2011- Jan 19th 2012.



In addition to audience figures, the Taiwan 2012 blog generated media pick-up, interview requests and links with other experts and practitioners that came as direct or indirect result of the blog. Content was reported in numerous media outlets, in Taiwan, Europe and elsewhere and was widely reported online in blogs, forums and other media. A further indication of the success of a blog is in the feedback that posts generated through the comment function. Although the dialogic function of blogging is thought to be one of the most valuable features of the medium,19 empirical research suggests that it is largely exaggerated.20 Prior research on a large number of Taiwanese political blogs, found that the modal number of comments was zero, and where posts did generate comments the “quality” was very low and the extent of dialogue was extremely limited.21 By contrast, a majority of posts on the Taiwan 2012 blog generated comments and in many cases serious substantive discussion between contributors and readers. The Taiwan 2012 blog received positive feedback from colleagues within the field, journalists and other professionals, and general readers.22



19



Nigel Jackson, “Representation in the Blogosphere: MPs and Their New Constituents,” Parliamentary Affairs 6, No. 4 (2008): 642-60. 20 Stephen Coleman and Giles Moss, “Governing at a distance: Politicians in the blogosphere,” Information Polity 13, Nos. ½ (2008): 7-20. 21 Jonathan Sullivan, “Legislators’ Blogs in Taiwan,” Parliamentary Affairs 63, No. 3 (2009): 471-85. 22 Some examples here taken from the blog’s comment sections (i.e. publically available): “Wonderful job with this blog! I enjoyed reading every article”; “Thank you so much for the information and insight, I hope to see more of it in the future!”; “Thanks for your efforts in coordinating the blog. It was a valuable source of quality commentary during the election”; “thank you for the excellent coverage! I look forward to a revival come next election”; “Thanks again, Jon (and to all your contributing authors!), for your website’s wonderful and multifaceted coverage of the elections”.
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My experience demonstrates that a collaborative Taiwan studies blog can be a useful platform and conduit for a larger number of Taiwan specialists to join, add to and shape public discourses and debates about Taiwan. The success of the Taiwan 2012 blog shows that a market exists for an academic resource on Taiwan and I hope that colleagues will take heart from this experience and pursue similar initiatives. There are substantial benefits for individuals or collectives interested in organizing similar ventures. The Taiwan 2012 blog expanded my media profile, generated links with experts and practitioners and enabled me to widen and deepen my professional networks within the academy. Using the blog platform to repackage my research for a more general readership resulted in a greatly expanded audience for it, including policy and opinion makers.23 Considering the readership of many specialist journals, the facility to reach thousands (rather than tens or hundreds) of readers is attractive.24 However, the obstacles that I encountered were significant. A blog works best when it is frequently updated with new content. But despite the high levels of interest generated by elections, the difficulties I encountered in trying to secure a supply of copy do not bode well for sustaining a blog in the long run. The continuous search for contributions required endless cajoling of colleagues; a pursuit that was most often unsuccessful and no doubt did not endear me. Rather than a workload issue (I dare say the colleagues who contributed to the Taiwan 2012 blog are no less busy than those who did not), I believe that a more fundamental problem is the perceived utility for individuals writing blog posts. I will show survey responses below that reinforce this point, but here I will note how several colleagues stated bluntly that they were unwilling to put time and effort into an endeavour from which their CVs would not derive any direct benefit. The value of work that does not conform to the traditional academic currency of peer-reviewed publications is being debated across the academy, particularly as blogs and other online outlets have become popular venues for researchers.25 The evolving debate in academia is encapsulated by the following question: “In a networked knowledge ecology, how does a tenure committee decide how to



23



For instance, results of a recent paper (Jonathan Sullivan and Eliyahu Sapir, “Nasty or Nice? Explaining Positive and Negative Campaigning in Taiwan,” The China Journal 67 (2012): 149-68) reported on the blog, were picked up and used in multiple high profile forums by Frank Hsieh to make the case for cleaner campaigning, for instance here http://www.shadowgov.tw/1946182582_0_is.htm 24 For a cogent argument about why academics should embrace the challenge of engaging general publics and shaping public intellectual discourse, see Uppsala University China specialist Christian Christensen’s professorial instalment talk http://media.medfarm.uu.se/play/video/2427 25 For a range of resources on this debate, see the LSE’s Impact of Social Sciences blog http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/. On the individual benefits of academic blogging see http://www.lowyinterpreter.org/post/2012/02/16/Why-academics-should-blog.aspx



10



weigh four peer reviewed books against 12,045 tweets and 3754 blog posts?” 26 One motivation for this article is to contribute to the argument that online writings are a worthwhile endeavour, with value for both individuals and the field as a whole. Taiwan scholars’ attitude to outreach activities In an attempt to provide more information about Taiwan scholars’ attitudes towards outreach activities, particularly those using new communication tools, I sought responses to a ten item web based survey. The anonymous survey was disseminated by email to members of three major Taiwan Studies organizations. 27 The survey was open for two weeks, during which time I collected 112 responses. 28 I first asked respondents to identify their disciplinary background, location of PhD training, current institutional location and career stage. These data are useful for distinguishing how practices and attitudes vary. The first substantive question I asked attempts to establish the type of outreach activities that Taiwan scholars are using to engage with external audiences. Respondents were asked to choose any number of ten types of activity in which they had engaged in during the past 12 months. The results are presented in Table 1 below, which shows the percentage of respondents who have done a particular activity. A majority (48) of respondents was based in the US, with smaller contingents based in Taiwan (26) and the UK (26) with the remainder located in a wide variety of locations worldwide. Table 1 divides responses into the three major areas and the average of all geographical areas combined. Looking first at the average for all areas, it is immediately apparent that the Taiwan scholars who responded to the survey are highly active. However, these figures are likely to over-estimate the level of activity in the field as a whole for two reasons. First, external interest in Taiwan spikes in presidential election years and thus the level of external engagements is also likely to have been higher in the past 12 months than in non-election years. Second, I strongly suspect that colleagues responding to a web based survey are also more likely to actively engage in external communications. That said, we can see that across all areas, delivering a talk to a non-academic audience (average 57% of respondents) and writing a blog post or online media article (50%) were the most common activities, followed closely by giving media interviews (48%).



In addition to speaking



26



David Weinburger, Too Big To Know. New York: Basic Books (2012). Namely, NATSA, CGOTS and EATS 28 42 respondents were junior researchers (phd candidates and post docs), 34 mid-career (assistant and associate professors) and 36 senior academics (full/chair professor). Nearly two thirds of respondents received their PhD training in the US. Political scientists accounted for 40% of respondents, with 20% describing themselves as area specialists and 17 other disciplines represented. 27
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engagements and media activities, respondents have also engaged policymakers by various means, and a remarkable 13% of respondents report publishing a book for a popular audience. There are not significant differences between colleagues based in Taiwan, the US and UK, and given the small sample we shouldn’t expect there to be. However there are differences by disciplinary background. For instance, area studies colleagues are the most likely to engage via blogs (90%) and talks to general audiences (90%). Not surprisingly, political scientists are more frequently called upon to talk with policymakers (36%) and publish policy papers (41%). Although respondents represented 18 different disciplines, only the size of the political science and area studies contingent allow meaningful comparisons. Comparing the activities of colleagues according to their career stage elicits some interesting findings, though confirming what we could already predict. Namely, there are much greater opportunities for mid-career (assistant and associate professors) and, particularly, senior academics (full or Chair professor) to engage via traditional media and directly with policymakers. Junior colleagues, not surprisingly, were not as frequently sought out by journalists or government. However, two thirds of junior respondents had written a blog post or online media article in the past year, suggesting that is one way in which less experienced researchers can add their voice to public discourses on Taiwan.



Table 1: Outreach activities in past 12 months by institutional location (% respondents) Activity Gave talk to general, non-academic audience Wrote blog post or online media article Interviewed by any media outlet Wrote newspaper/magazine article/op-ed Made TV/radio appearance Published policy paper Consulted/gave talk to policy-makers Interviewed by governmental/other institution Written submission to government Published book for popular audience



Taiwan US UK All areas 62 54 62 39 39 31 31 31 28 23



75 40 50 35 25 25 15 5 25 10



42 83 57 42 42 14 29 57 29 14



57 50 48 36 29 21 21 20 20 13



Source: Author. N=107. Percentages rounded.



I next asked respondents to indicate which media they use and maintain for academic or professional purposes. Table 2 shows their answers distinguishing between the three main institutional locations and three career stages. The ‘all’ column shows the average across the 12



complete set of respondents. Looking at the overall average first, we can see that professional network sites like Academia.edu and LinkedIn are the most commonly used tools (41%), closely followed by social media such as Facebook (39%). A quarter of respondents maintain a personal homepage, distinct from their institutional web page, and one fifth have a blog. The least popular tool is microblogging (e.g. Twitter and Weibo). In my view, this is a missed opportunity, as microblogging has a range of benefits for researchers and teachers.29 Again, there are minimal differences across scholars based in the three main cohorts, although US based scholars are much more likely to use social media (74%), whereas professional network services are most popular among UK scholars (75%). There are more substantial differences between scholars at different stages in their careers. For instance, colleagues in mid-career are more likely to maintain a personal homepage (46%), social media are most popular among junior scholars (71%), and senior academics are more likely to use professional network services (77%).



Table 2: Media for professional use by institutional location and career stage (%) Taiwan US UK Junior Mid-career Senior All Personal homepage 36 26 25 18 46 29 25 Blog 18 26 38 24 15 29 20 Microblog 0 5 5 12 8 0 5 Social media 27 74 38 71 23 50 39 Professional network 46 47 75 35 46 77 41 Source: Author. N=110



These findings are generally consistent with my experiences with the Taiwan 2012 blog. For example, during my search for potential contributors, I was frequently struck by how few colleagues had any web presence at all except for an institutional web page. Moreover many institutional pages were hard to find, infrequently updated and more or less perfunctory. Investing in a personal homepage where one can share published and working papers, datasets and blogs, incur relatively low start-up and maintenance costs. Similarly, establishing a presence and tapping into networks on Twitter or other social media can be a time-effective way of promoting one’s research and building professional networks. Numerous colleagues in the broader China studies field are exploiting Twitter to good effect,



29



See for instance, Jonathan Sullivan, “Teaching Chinese Politics: Microblogging and Student Engagement,” Journal of Chinese Political Science, 17 (4) (2012 Forthcoming).



13



but few Taiwan scholars are active.30 When thinking about investing in this type of activity, the survey reveals the contradiction that many colleagues evidently face. On one hand, 87.5% of respondents agree that Taiwan Studies scholars should play a bigger role in contributing to and shaping public understanding and discourses about Taiwan? At the same time however, there are uncertainties, and substantial variation, about the perceived value of outreach activities, both individually and institutionally. For instance, 61% of colleagues based in Taiwan perceive that their institutions place “no” or “not much” emphasis on, or give credit for, conducting outreach activities. Given this perception, the incentive to engage in these activities is naturally low: although, as the figures in Table 1 show, Taiwan based colleagues are not significantly less likely to do so. By contrast, two thirds of US and UK based respondents see some institutional value attached to their outreach activities, with 15% of UK based colleagues perceiving substantial value, almost certainly reflecting attitudes ahead of the upcoming 2014 REF mentioned in the introduction. Finally, I asked respondents if they thought that Taiwan Studies as a research field and community would benefit from an ongoing Taiwan Studies blog run by an academic collective. The results were positively in favour, with 78% agreeing, and only 6% believing not, with remainder unsure. Personally, I am agnostic about the potential for a continuing Taiwan studies blog. There is clearly interest in an authoritative resource on Taiwan, this niche is not currently served, and there are numerous templates to follow of successful collaborative scholarly blogs.



31



On the other hand, time consuming marketing and



management of technical and other aspects of the blog and the struggle for copy, represent considerable disincentives. Perhaps it is not coincidental that the successful collaborative blogs cited in this article are all run by high profile senior academics whose status in the field affords the leverage needed to secure support from other colleagues. As one respondent noted in the comment section of the survey, “it really depends on sufficient numbers of good scholars buying-in to any new blog.” Another commented that “it's hard to know whether a Taiwan Studies blog would attract a lot of energetic participants.” Ultimately I think that the crucial variable is how individuals perceive the benefits of contributing to such an enterprise. In particular, the value they see in online publications in terms of building research profiles,



30



China studies colleagues active on Twitter include Taylor Fravel (@fravel), Rebecca Mackinnon (@rmack), Elizabeth Economy (@LizEconomy), Victor Shih (@vshih2) and many others (including myself @jonlsullivan). 31 For example, the China blogs noted above and, in political science, the Monkey Cage, Crooked Timber and Duck of Minerva, accessible at http://themonkeycage.org/, http://crookedtimber.org/, and http://duckofminerva.blogspot.co.uk/.
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since this is more likely than institutional carrots and sticks to create sustainable interest. Here there is a potential way forward. Although on average half of respondents attribute minimal or no value to blog posts in terms of their research profile, more than two thirds of junior colleagues do. Thus a collective of junior scholars, under the guidance of a senior academic with the gravitas and connections to provide momentum and quality assurance, could be a template for success. This is essentially the model that the most successful related academic blog, i.e. the China Beat, is following under the editorship of Jeff Wasserstrom.



Conclusions In this article I have argued that one area where Taiwan scholars can strengthen and increase the visibility of the field is by better engaging with external audiences. By bringing our nuanced understanding of Taiwanese issues to a larger general audience, scholars can help inform and shape public discourses in a way that is also consistent with prevailing trends in the academy and institutional strategies. Experience with the Taiwan 2012 blog demonstrates that there is an audience for an authoritative source of scholarly analysis on Taiwan. It also shows that it is possible to bring a large number of Taiwan scholars together in a collective enterprise. However there is still much resistance to seeing the value of such initiatives, either because institutions do not yet emphasise or give credit for outreach activities, or because individuals do not perceive any utility for their own work and careers. On the other hand, Taiwan scholars are engaging in numerous outreach activities, and are using numerous tools available for the dissemination of their work and ideas and growing professional networks. Academics (and institutions) in many countries are coming to terms with the changing demands of the profession. Part of this change is the emphasis on the ‘public intellectual’ role that academics can play in informing and shaping popular discourses. The quickly developing media ecology and technologies provide many challenges and opportunities for academics to engage more closely with publics, media, policy and opinion makers, and each other. By seizing on these opportunities Taiwan scholars can enhance their own contributions and, collectively, that of the field.
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