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Innovation of social science research methods: Investigation, analysis and suggestion

CHEN Ming-liang, ZHAO Zhen, MA Qing-guo
(School of Management, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou 310058, China)

Abstract: Social science has been granted prominent position in promoting economic and social sustainable development after China undertook reform and

opened its market to the world. As Chinese society enters the period of rapid transition, social science must redefine its research requirements and break new

ground in social science. Particularly, research methods innovation is the premise and basis of progress in social science and has attracted considerable attention

and discussion. However, among the studies about research methods innovation in the social science field, there is a lack of quantitative empirical analyses and

nationwide surveys in China.

This research aims to explore the application and innovation status of research methods in social science. To ahieve the reserch goal, this study employed a



Vol.32 No.4 2018 4

comprehensive approach combining questionnaire survey with expert interviews and biblio-metrics methods. More specifically, during the design of the
questionnaire, academic pacesetters were consulted one by one or seminars were conducted with these experts to review and confirm the whole framework. We
applied Delphi technique to screen the factors of research method innovation and adjust the context. Subsequently, we distributed electronic and printed
questionnaires to social science researchers who were in the front line in the academic field and worked for universities and other research establishments at all
levels. Simultaneously, the literature published on six representative journals from 2011-2015 were collected. The research methods used in these literatures
were identified and classified.

The results of the questionnaire and periodical analysis are basically consistent with each other. They both reflect that the mainstreams of data acquisition,
data processing, and stereotyped research tools which are behind the international level. We further detected a common occurrence of research methods
innovation in the academic. However, the innovation level is still low. The innovation routes which took most frequently concentrated on improving the existing
research methods or introducing research methods from other disciplines. Few researchers had proposed new methods of high originality. Next, the
regression analysis indicates that “core leaders” and “personal interests” are the most significant factors in determining the level of research methods innovation.
However, the self-report data shows poor performance scores in these two factors at research group or individual levels. Grounded on the above results and the
analysis to present situation of social research in China, we put forward the following proposals. Future efforts should be paid to fully activate the powerful
leading roles of core leaders and mobilize the subjective initiatives of researchers in methods innovation. Moreover, researchers should keep up with
international advanced research methods, lay the academic roots in domestic conditions, as well as take advantage of the global rapidly-developing big data era.

Additionally, the regression analysis also reveals that the primitive accumulation in research methods and the driving force of information high-tech
negatively correlate with the level of research methods innovation. This finding should be validated by more targeted investigation with a larger sample in the
future.

Key words: Social science; Research methods innovation; Status investigation; Factors; Suggestions
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