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Abstract

Background: Scientists are confronted nowadays with a tsunami of requests by preda-

tory journals to contribute.

Obijectives: To inform potential authors, readers, reviewers, and editors of scien-
tific articles about the ever-growing flow of low-quality publications and their neg-
ative consequences, based on the author’s personal experience and on scrutiny of
more than 860 invitations, received over 4 months, from journals to contribute a

manuscript.

Methods: The requests to contribute a manuscript received by the author during 4
months were analysed for the characteristics of the journals and publishers issuing

the invitations.

Results: A total of 368 requests were received during 4 months (123 days), on average 3
per day, from a total of 216 journals. Of these, 164 (~76%) were no more than 10 years
old, and 129 of the 162 journals (~80%) that sent an invitation to contribute have no
editor-in-chief; for 12 journals (-7%), the starting year could not be ascertained. Many
journals are not located where they claim to be (typically the UK or the United States)
but rather in countries such as India and Singapore. Slightly more than half of 216

journals (~54%) deal with medical matters.

Conclusions: Predatory journals pose a severe threat to the quality of scientific infor-
mation, which is why attempts should be made to stop them. A proposal to prepare an

indisputable alternative for Beall’s List of potentially predatory journals is presented.
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Introduction

My career as a (for several years profes-
sional) editor and publisher ended over

80 years ago; now I am merely a reviewer
(on average some 20 manuscripts a year)
and a member of the editorial board of one
journal. During my time as an editor — I was
a member of the editorial board of European
Science Editing (ESE) from 1985 to 1987

and a member of the council of EASE, the
European Association of Science Editors,
from 1991 to 2005 (including one term as
its president) — I was never confronted with
predatory journals. Nowadays, this is diffi-
cult to imagine, and much has been pub-
lished already about this threat to reliable
science,! mostly concerning medical jour-
nals,? but also journals in other disciplines.?
However, little attention has been paid thus
far to the impact that predatory journals
have on authors,* and why even the most
serious authors become seduced to submit
new manuscripts not to highly reputed
journals but rather to predatory ones. The
present contribution addresses some aspects

of this problem.

During my professional work as a (mainly
academic) geologist and a researcher in
nuclear energy, I published over 250 articles
and book chapters (and several books). Even
though retired now for many years, I am
still active in geology as a visiting profes-
sor in China. Until about a year ago, I had
rarely received a request from a journal

to submit a manuscript. About a year ago,
however, I happened to become involved

as a coauthor in the analysis of a medi-

cal publication.® Ongoing contact with the
editor-in-chief of the journal led to some
more contributions; these ‘follow-up arti-
cles’ were all about editorial aspects and
their significance for the transfer of medical

information.
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The original medical publication of which

I was a co-author led almost immediately

to numerous requests (on average about 3 a
day for more than half a year) from medical
journals to contribute. It must therefore be
deduced that, in spite of my ongoing geologi-
cal publications, I was only now suddenly
‘discovered’ by (mostly medical) predatory

journals.

I decided after some time to keep a record
of the invitations, which eventually led to
an editorial about predatory journals® in the
same medical journal that I had contributed

to before.

Methods

From July 1, 20238, to October 30, 2023,

I collected all requests to contribute to
journals (see Appendix 1). The requests by
email rarely provide relevant details about
the journal, so I checked the ISSN through
the ISSN portal (https:/portal.issn.org/),

the publisher’s addresses, the year in which
the first volume was published, and the
editor-in-chief (by accessing the publishers’
and journals’ homepages), and the possi-
ble predatory character (checked through
Beall’s List’ of potential predatory journals
and publishers and the ‘List of predatory

publishers in 2023’ https:/journalsearches.c

om/predatory-publishers.php) (Appendix 1,
Table 1).

It should be kept in mind in this context that
numerous journals have started publication
very recently, which is why that they could
not yet — if appropriate — be included in the
above lists. Consequently, several other lists
that are more or less up to date, such as “The
List’ in ‘Predatory Journals in Science’ (https:/

predatoryreports.org/predatory-publishers)

might also be consulted to identify predatory

journals and their publishers.
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Table 1. Characteristics of the analysed journals (n=216)

Characteristic n (%) Remarks

Average number of requests a Duplicate requests to contribute (with a

day deadline) are commonly sent within a few days,
All requests 3.00 suggesting acute shortage of manuscripts.

New request 1.74

Included in Beall’s List and/or The two lists show large overlaps, but the last

the ‘List of predatory update of Beall’s List cannot include recently

publishers in 2028’ started journals. Thus, a combination of these
Yes 183 (61.57)  two lists is the most reliable.
No 83 (38.43)

Publishing model A problem with data provided by the analysed
Published by a publisher 197 (91.20)  journals is that several publishers with ‘academy’
Published with a society or or ‘society’ in their name are, according to
university 6 (4.17) Beall’s List, predatory.

Stand-alone journal 13 (6.02)

Publisher After much discussion, Frontiers was included in
High reputation 6 (2.78) an update of Beall’s List. MDPI has, in the course
Frontiers/MDPI 10 (4.63) of 2023, been listed as predatory by several
No reputation 200 (92.59) organizations.

Country of origin Many of the analysed journals provide addresses
USA 86 (39.81)  that are most probably post boxes or telephone
India 61 (28.24) operators in a business centre, thus hiding their
UK 20 (9.26) real working place.

Other 49 (22.69)

ISSN An application for ISSN may be being handled,
Yes 195 (90.28)  but several journals have existed without ISSN
No 21(9.72) for several years.

Editor-in-chief Many journals apparently do not require an
Yes 87 (40.28) editor-in-chief with expertise or scientific
No 129 (59.72)  recognition.

Journal’s specialty Overlap in specialties may exist, and several
Medicine 116 (53.70)  journals have no specialty at all. The category of
Earth science 17 (7.87) ‘other’ journals includes mostly agricultural,
Technology or engineering 14 (6.48) educational, and business journals.

Other 69 (31.94)

Article-processing charges All journals mention APCs: 149 (69%) indicate

(APCs) mentioned 100 (100.00) them (often not on the journal’s site), commonly
Yes 0 (0.00) as a range. Additional costs are not indicated.

No

Total percentages may differ from 100 because of rounding.

Results

From 1 July to 80 October 2028 (128 days),

I received 368 requests from 216 different

journals (on average 3 requests a day). Of

these, 60 (~-35%) sent me at least two (up to

five) requests, which means I received on

average approximately 1.75 requests from new

predatory journals a day. Their most relevant

characteristics, as presented in the Appendix

1, are summarized in Table 1.

The date of publication of the first volume or

article could not be ascertained for 12 journals

van Loon / doi.org/10.3897/ese.2023.e113535

because their websites do not provide a
complete archive or no archive at all. Of the
remaining 204 journals, 200 (~-98%) were
established after 2010, and 157 journals (~77%)
have existed for less than 10 years (Figure 1).
Some journals (e.g., JSM Thyroid Disorders and
Management) featured only one article in their
first volume, and some others (for example,
the Journal of Neurological Disorders and Stroke)
have several successive volumes with only one

single article each (see Appendix 1).

In contrast to the above journals, which

show almost all characteristics of predatory
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Figure 1. Number of analysed journals with the year of first publication, showing the proliferation

of new journals in the past decade. The year of the first article could not be ascertained for 12

journals (see the rightmost bar with the question mark).

journals, established journals seem to refrain
from (frequent) invitations to contribute.
Although some Elsevier journals are pre-
sent in Appendix 1, all the requests from
these journals were from journals published
on behalf of an organization (Journal of
Cardiology: Japanese College of Cardiology;
Petroleum Exploration and Development:
PetroChina Research Institute of Petroleum
Exploration & Development; Advances

in Medical Sciences: Medical University of
Bialystok, Poland; The American Journal of
Medicine: Alliance for Academic Internal
Medicine; Archives of Medical Research:
Instituto Mexicano del Seguro Social). It may
well be that these organizations received only
a few manuscripts. They should realize, how-
ever, that invitations sent to non-specialists
will not be beneficial in the long term for the

reputation of their journals.

None of the above five Elsevier journals did,
however, send a request to contribute twice.
A Springer journal that sent me a request
(Journal of Earth Science) is also published

on behalf of an organization (the Chinese
University of Geosciences). Although the
reasons for the Elsevier and Springer jour-
nals may therefore be understandable, such
requests make it more difficult for poten-
tial authors to find out which journals are

predatory.
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Discussion

The abovementioned results of the analysis

require some discussion.

It is obvious that they cannot all be consid-
ered by definition as predatory: some recog-
nized publishers such as Elsevier also have
journals that sent such requests. This makes
clear that the data in Appendix 1 should be
interpreted with care. It is obvious, however,
that some combinations of the characteris-
tics (in extremo: no ISSN, no editor-in-chief,
incomplete archive, insufficient information
about costs, dubious information about the
location of the publisher) are strong evidence
that the specific journals or publishers are
predatory rather than scholarly. Recognized
journals and publishers, for instance, are
unlikely to bother potential authors with a
series of requests. Of the 216 journals, 60
journals (-28%) sent me at least two requests,
which makes it likely that these journals are
predatory. Well-designed requests make

it difficult for potential authors to find out
which journals are predatory. Beall’s List’ is
no criterion either. It appears that a majority
of the journals have started operations in the
past few years: 200 of the 204 journals with a
known starting date (~94%) were established
after 2010 (the year in which the boom in
predatory journals seems to have started),

and 157 journals (-77%) have existed for less
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than 10 years (Figure 1). It seems reason-

able to assume that an update of Beall’s List
cannot check all new journals immediately,
so updates may include most of these ‘new’
journals only several years after their initia-
tion. This is the more likely considering that
183 journals (-62%) in Appendix 1 are included
in Beall’s List,” that a statistically inexplicable
large number of the publishers or stand-
alone journals (61=~28%) are located in India,
and that several publishers and stand-alone
journals are housed at the same address in
the United States or UK — an address that
most probably represents only a mailbox or a

telephone operator at a business centre.

It is remarkable that many of the journals in
the Appendix 1 do not even try to pretend to
be serious journals: 21 journals (-10%) have

no ISSN, and only 87 journals (~40%) have

an identified editor-in-chief. Another char-
acteristic aspect of predatory journals is that
their invitations frequently offer to publish
the submitted article within a few days after
payment of the article-processing charges
(APCs), although the COPE/DOA]J/OASPA/
WAME Principles for Transparency and Best
Practices in Scholarly Publishing stipulate
that journal websites should not guarantee
very short peer review times. These journals
tend also to state that no APCs will be charged
if a manuscript is submitted before a given
date, but without mentioning that other costs
(for example, charges for a doi) may have

to be paid. On the other hand, many of the
requests give the false impression that they
have come from serious journals (the titles are
often chosen so that confusion is easily possi-
ble,? although the Principles for Transparency
and Best Practices in Scholarly Publishing
mentioned above stipulate that the name of
ajournal should not be such as to be easily

confused with that of another journal.

Some of the new journals publish multiple

volumes in a year: the Biomedical Journal of

van Loon / doi.org/10.3897/ese.2023.e113535

Predatory activities require coordinated action by publisher’ and editors’ organizations

Scientific and Technical Research, for instance,
started in 2017 but began volume 53 in
September 2023. It is most likely that the
large number of volumes published is
designed to give the impression of an old,

established journal.

The most alarming finding, in my opinion,

is that more than half of the journals (116, or
~54%) focus on medical disciplines or matters.
This suggests that the medical community is
considered the easiest prey, most probably
because of the common impression that the
medical community receives more generous
funds from national authorities than other

disciplines do.

To my surprise, the requests to contribute
came eventually not only from medicine-
oriented journals but also from journals
devoted to other disciplines. A significant
number of them were from journals in earth
sciences, some were from technology jour-
nals, and some had nothing to do with any of
my professional activities (Table 1). I presume
therefore that the publishers of predatory
journals share email addresses between jour-
nals in an attempt to attract as many potential
authors as possible. This is because APCs are
their business model, which leads to several
undesirable outcomes (e.g., low-quality or

even fraudulent articles).

Considering the above, one might ques-

tion why predatory journals are attractive to
so many authors. This must be because of
(commonly but not always) low APCs, quick
publication (sometimes within a few days),
and limited or no peer review. In the present-
day publish-or-perish culture,? these features
offer opportunities for scientists at universi-
ties where quantity rather than quality of
publications is important for their academic
career,'° but which also leads to ever more
publications that are retracted because of
discovered incorrect data, interpretations or

even fraudulent aspects."
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One might question how the increasing
inclination towards predatory journals by
scientists can be stopped. An excellent step
was taken several years ago by Jeffrey Beall,

a librarian at the University of Colorado,
who used to publish a blog with a list” of
potential predatory journals and publishers.
Unfortunately, some publishers threatened
lawsuits, and Beall was forced to remove the
list in 2017. This was commonly considered a
tragedy by the scientific community: com-
ments in Nature considered the list ‘invaluable
for dealing with harassment by predatory
journals™ and ‘instrumental in the fight
against the dubious practices of some online
open access science journal [and as] a gov-
ernment standard for checking academic
publishers and journals worldwide’'® The list”
is now continued (and sometimes updated)
by a group that, unfortunately, is not clearly
defined. Yet the list should still be consid-
ered one of the best accessible tools to check

whether a journal is likely predatory.

The threat of legal action against Beall’s List
had the consequence that members of the
scientific community became afraid to sug-
gest that a journal is predatory. Such a charge
should therefore be proven indisputably in
practice, and such a finding should be made
public on the website of an organization that
is not afraid of criticism. But how to prove

that a given journal is predatory?

Actually, this is quite easy although sev-
eral practical problems can arise: how they
can be tackled is detailed in the following

paragraphs.

The first, obvious, step is to select a journal
that is likely, on the basis of the character-
istics indicated in Appendix 1, to be preda-
tory. Two or three people may, more or less
simultaneously, submit a manuscript to that
journal, with obvious errors (for instance

those involving statistics or featuring internal

van Loon / doi.org/10.3897/ese.2023.e113535
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inconsistencies or involving discrepancies
between data in the text and in the tables,

or something similar). Failure of review-

ers to spot these obvious errors may well be
considered a proof of lack of serious review
and, consequently, of the journal’s preda-
tory nature. Actually, many journals promise
to publish within a week (or even earlier!) of
payment, irrespective of any review. There
could hardly be more convincing evidence of

the predatory nature of a journal.

The above idea does raise several practical
problems, the most important seem to be
the following. (1) Which organization will
dare to publish the new ‘Beall’s List’, with the
risk of being sued (although with a negligible
chance of being convicted)? (2) Who will pay
the APCs asked by the predatory journals?
(8) Which scientists will be willing to submit
‘fake’ manuscripts with a significant chance
that they will lose their reputation as a good

scientist? Here are my possible answers.

1. The organization that ventures to
publish the new Beall’s List must have
a reputation for being highly trustwor-
thy; it must be an organization that is
recognized worldwide; and it must have
the required staff to steer the process
and the publication of the findings.
Also, these findings must be accessible
to the entire community. One might,
for instance, establish an International
Organization of National Academies of
Science, comparable to the US National
Association of Academies of Science
(NAAS: htpps:/www.academiesofscien
ce.org). Perhaps a less obvious candi-
date would be a worldwide organization
of established science publishers, such
as the STM Group of Publishers (STM

Association: https:/www.stm-assoc.org/),

but this might lead to some unwanted
conflicts of interest. On the other hand,

the group is already active in the fight
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against editorial and publishing miscon-
duct.* A third option might be to estab-
lish a new International Organization of
Science Editors, more or less similar to
the now-defunct International Federation
of Scientific Editors Associations (IFSEA).
One disadvantage of such an organiza-
tion would be that it may lack long-term
funding and staff, but the organization
might be ‘sponsored’ — and the staff
seconded — by national Academies of
Science or comparable organizations
such as the American Association for

the Advancement of Science (AAAS:

https:www.aas.org). Obviously, the spon-

soring organizations should not wield

any possible influence on the activities
and decisions of the organization pro-
posed here.

2. The question of who should pay the APCs
has a simple answer: the authors who
submit the articles for such a sting opera-
tion should get the APCs reimbursed by
the new organization in consultation with
its board (certainly in a starting phase,
unduly high APCs should be avoided).
The authors should not, however, be paid
for their time: they should participate on
avoluntary basis.

8. The authors might face problems for
their scientific career if an employer
becomes aware of their low-quality pub-
lications in predatory journals. However,
the authors might refer to their role in
the battle against predatory journals and
they should be assured of backing by the
steering organization. However, it does
seem undesirable to put any careers at
risk, and a good option may be to ask
retired scientists with interest in edit-
ing and publishing to take on this task as
some kind of ‘editorial hobby”

One might question whether it would in fact

be necessary to involve an organization at all.

van Loon / doi.org/10.3897/ese.2023.e113535
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In principle, a group of a few scientists might
also undertake the activities mentioned
above. This would, however, have two impor-
tant disadvantages: (1) private persons would
not be able (or willing) to pay the APCs asked
by the hundreds of journals that should be
investigated and (2) a group of private sci-
entists would not receive the recognition for
their findings that an established organiza-
tion would. Such an organization therefore
must be considered as a conditio sine qua
non. And EASE might take the lead!

The threat posed by predatory journals to
both science and society requires action in
the form of providing indisputable proof of
the predatory nature of carefully selected
journals. Combined action by renowned
organizations aimed at the advancement
of science, scholarly publishers, editorial
organizations, and retired volunteer scien-
tists might clearly reveal predatory activi-
ties, thereby providing an effective weapon
to terminate such undesirable and harmful

activities.
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