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L’essor de la publication en accès libre a alimenté l’expansion d’entreprises douteuses, à savoir des revues « prédatrices ». Les revues 
prédatrices et leurs éditeurs recherchent des manuscrits au moyen de requêtes électroniques agressives et effectuent des évaluations 
erronées par les pairs, compromettant ainsi les archives scientifiques et les présentes cultures de recherche dans l’ensemble. Puisque 
ces revues ne sont pas répertoriées dans des bases de données légitimes, la recherche qu’elles publient est souvent introuvable et ne 
parvient pas à être diffusée à un lectorat mondial. En reconnaissant cette menace à la crédibilité scientifique, cet article vise à alerter 
les chercheurs à diverses étapes de leur carrière du problème global croissant que constituent les revues prédatrices, et à leur offrir 
des conseils utiles et des ressources permettant de les identifier et de les éviter.
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INTRODUCTION

Researchers and trainees (e.g. undergraduate, graduate, medi-
cal, and post-doctoral) publish their work for various reasons, 
such as to share knowledge with colleagues, affect healthcare 
practice and/or policy, or help further their training and career 
opportunities. One reason that makes publishing imperative is 
the concept of “publish or perish,” referring to the pressure in 
academia to expeditiously and persistently publish in order to 
maintain or advance one’s career. Nevertheless, researchers try-
ing to publish their work are often left with difficult realities; they 
need to be as productive as possible and ensure their research 
is published in journals with the highest possible impact factor. 
Successfully passing the rigor of peer review poses a significant 
barrier to publishing, however, with many journals having low 
acceptance rates. 

In an effort to reduce the barriers to publishing, some journals 
(including several student–run academic ones) actively pursue 
prospective authors by sending an electronic invitation or a “Call 
for Submissions” to their distribution list, seeking manuscripts 
for a specific thematic journal issue or series. However, poten-
tially questionable businesses posing as legitimate publishers 
have set up illegitimate, online, open access journals, with many 
of these journals not actually being open access. 

WHAT ARE PREDATORY JOURNALS?

Predatory journals are vaguely defined. These publications can 
perhaps be best characterized by their attributes, behaviors, 
and practices, as outlined in Table 1.  Unlike legitimate journals, 
they routinely, persistently, and intrusively invite researchers and 
trainees to submit manuscripts, and offer to promptly publish 
anything without providing robust if any peer-review [1,2]. They 
typically populate their distribution lists as a result of scouring 
the Internet. 

Jeffery Beall, a librarian at the University of Colorado, coined the 
term ‘predatory journal’ [3] and reported that the number of 
predatory publishers of these journals has risen from 18 in 2011, 
to nearly 930 in 2016 [4].  In that time, authors have published 
nearly 500,000 articles in 10,000 predatory journals [5]. While 
sometimes publicly accessible via Internet searches of the spe-
cific journal or publisher, these publications are not indexed in 
reputable library systems (e.g., PubMed) and are undiscoverable 
through the standard searches. As such, the articles published 
in these journals are not disseminated, read, or used by anyone.  
These journal editors and their publishers are contemptuous, 
defy normative behavior, and are unethical in their actions. Un-
less stopped immediately, predatory journals have the potential 
to permanently degenerate the morality of scientific publishing 
and the communication of science. Furthermore, the temptation 
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experienced by researchers to publish quickly and easily in re-
sponse to academic pressures and the rigor of legitimate peer-re-
view, combined with the unethical publishing practices of preda-
tory journals, can result in harm to health-information-seeking 
patients and the general public [1,2].

WHY DO PREDATORY JOURNALS EXIST? 

It is unclear why predatory journals exist. At some level, they are 
responding to unmet needs of prospective authors. Researchers 
and trainees working in fiscally constrained parts of the world 
cannot afford the current, and expensive, Article Processing 
Charges (APCs i.e. publication fee). Legitimate, open access jour-
nals have waivers particularly for trainees. Legitimate peer re-
view is not only rigorous, but often takes a long time to complete. 
Prospective authors might be enticed by the promise of almost 
immediate publication, particularly if these publications can be 
converted into training and career currency. Alternatively, these 
journals may exist as a way to make money feigning interest in 
the scientific process. 

HOW CAN RESEARCHERS AND STUDENTS IDENTIFY 
PREDATORY JOURNALS/PUBLISHERS?

Predatory journals and publishers are difficult to identify. Unfor-
tunately, predatory publishing is often confused with open ac-
cess publishing, which has widely benefited scientific communi-
cation. As such, distinguishing between genuine and predatory 
open access publishers is a challenge for many.

One of the first recommended actions is to search for the name 
of the journal/publisher on “Beall’s lists of predatory publishers.” 
There are two lists categorized into publishers of single journals 
[8] and publishers of multiple journals [9]. Submission of manu-
scripts to any publisher or journal on these lists should be avoid-
ed. Although these lists are imperfect, as the selection of publish-
ers and their journals are not double-checked by an independent 
source, they offer a good starting point for prospective authors 
trying to identify questionable journals. 

Additionally, researchers may refer to the “Think-Check-Submit” 
initiative [10], which is a campaign established to help research-
ers identify trusted journals. This campaign has been produced 
through the support of various reputable, scholarly organizations 
in response to predatory publishing. For example, to help decide 
whether one should submit their work to a particular journal, 
the campaign offers a checklist consisting of various questions 
such as: 

• Does the publisher belong to a well-recognized indus-     
try initiative such as the Committee on Publication Ethics 
(COPE)?
• If the journal is open access, is it listed in the Directory 

of Open Access Journals (DOAJ)?
• If the journal is open access, does the publisher belong 
to the Open Access Scholarly Publishers’ Association (OAS-
PA)?    

The Ottawa Hospital Research Institute’s Centre for Journalology, 
in partnership with the University of Ottawa’s Faculty of Medi-
cine, has developed resources to help the research community, 
including trainees, avoid submission to predatory journals (see 
Table 2). If trainees still have questions about predatory journals, 
they can consult with the Centre’s publication officer [11] (see 
Table 2). Students and junior researchers are particularly encour-
aged to consult with their supervisors, mentors, and other senior 
students/members within their research group, before respond-
ing to any invitations from potentially predatory journals/pub-
lishers.  

Our guidance is focused exclusively on helping to prevent the 
submission of manuscripts by researchers and students to preda-
tory journals. Regrettably, predatory conferences are now emerg-
ing as a new phenomenon. As another illegitimate scheme in the 
armamentarium of predatory journal publishers, predatory con-
ferences rarely exist in reality. All of the guidance provided about 
avoiding predatory journals can also be used to help prevent sub-
mitting abstracts, as well as avoid costs associated with registra-
tion, travel, and accommodation for attending such conferences.  
 
WHAT ACTIONS CAN BE TAKEN TO STOP PREDATORY 
JOURNALS? 

Stopping predatory journals and preventing researchers from 
submitting to them requires a collaborative effort. First and fore-
most, it is of crucial importance for prospective authors, especial-
ly those in training and those early in their careers, to be aware 
of the hazards of predatory journals and evaluate the merits of 
submitting any manuscript to them with extreme caution. This 
awareness can be facilitated through the united action of repu-
table publishers and editors, working together with academic in-
stitutions and research funding agencies, to develop educational 
outreach, including online Webinars on how to avoid publishing 
in these journals [1,2].

As noted above, the most dominant attribute of predatory jour-
nals is the persistent electronic invitations to submit manuscripts 
on research topics pertinent to the expertise of the invitee. A 
previous evaluation of invitations from predatory journals [12] 
found that all these invites can be deleted, and the journal/pub-
lisher’s websites can be added to personal/institutional e-mail 
filters and therefore be blocked. Many invitations also contain an 
‘unsubscribe’ link, which invitees ought to consider using before 
deleting the invitation. Additionally, researchers may ask their in-
stitution to add the publisher’s Uniform Resource Identifier link 
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Daily invitation emails in frustratingly high volumes (see Figure 1 for email and its features).

Unrealistic promises of rapid peer-review and publication.

Most either do not send manuscripts for peer-review and publish them “as is”, or provide nonsense  
feedback. In an infamous incident, a manuscript, which was a repetition of a 7-word sentence “Get me off your f***ing e-mail 
list,” was submitted to the International Journal of Advanced Computer Technology. The paper was ‘peer-reviewed,’ judged as 
excellent, and published [6].

Most are in low and middle-income countries, but often use addresses in the United States and United Kingdom [7].  

Intentionally try to confuse prospective authors by creating journal and publisher names/logos extremely similar to legitimate, 
established ones. 
Often claim to have Impact Factors although these are almost always fictitious. 

Offer low Article Processing Charges (APCs, i.e. publication fee) because they run sham businesses that have no costs.

Provide no academic information (e.g. institutional affiliation) about editors, staff, or review board members.

Either falsely claim to be indexed, or are not indexed in any legitimate electronic databases, such as PubMed or MEDLINE.

Table 1: Attributes, characteristics and practices of potential predatory journals.

C o m m e nta r y

Dr. Kelly Cobey, a publications officer based at the Centre for Journalology, Ottawa Hospital Research Institute, can be consulted 
(kcobey@toh.on.ca) by researchers for a variety of topics on publishing, including concerns about predatory journals [11].

The Centre for Journalology (i.e., science of publication practices) has been established at the Ottawa Hospital Research Institute. 
Researchers can access their website (http://www.ohri.ca/journalology). It includes a ‘Resources’ section, which contains infor-
mation about predatory journals (http://www.ohri.ca/journalology/resources.aspx).

The Centre for Journalology also has a growing research portfolio regarding predatory journals. Interested readers can contact 
Ms. Larissa Shamseer (lshamseer@ohri.ca).

Table 2: Publication Resources for Researchers at the University of Ottawa and the Ottawa Hospital Research Institute. 
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From: (name of journal)
To: XY@institution.com
Subject: Upcoming Special Issue

Dear Dr/Mr. XY
Greetings from (name of journal)!

I am writing to introduce (name of journal), which is a newly launched journal by (name of publisher) from (name of 
country). 

We greatly acknowledge your research and contribution to the field of (name of research discipline). 
We would like to invite you to submit a research manuscript to our Journal and to give us a chance to associate with an 
esteemed researcher like you. 

The Journal (indexed in BioXYZ, ABC, Open J-Gate) is planning to publish a special issue on the topic of (name of topic), 
and would like to request a contribution from you. 

You can submit your manuscript either through email at (email address) or through our online submission system (link). If 
possible, we would appreciate your submission on or before (date). Kindly let us know your feasibility regarding 
submission to our Journal. 

Kind regards, 

XX Editor In Chief. 

Not easily distinguished from genuine journals/ publishers

Majority in low/middle income countries, but often claim addresses in US/UK

Often include flattering personalized greetings

Indexed in illegitimate abstracting and indexing services 

No academic information provided about editor/staff/review board members

Figure 1: Example of an electronic invitation and its features from a potential predatory journal.
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to the current ‘black list’ that many institutions already maintain. 
More useful resources available to researchers regarding preda-
tory journals are outlined in Table 2.

CONCLUSION

Although no standard definition exists for predatory journals, 
they are best described as journals that recruit authors through 
high volumes of daily electronic invites, exploit open-access jour-
nal formats, and offer to publish submissions quickly, without any 
peer-review. As such, predatory journals demoralize scholarly 
publishing, corrupt the exchange of scientific knowledge, and ul-
timately pollute the evidence needed for improving global health. 
Due to the current ‘publish or perish’ paradigm, researchers early 
in their careers may be the most susceptible to invitations from 
predatory journals and the harms of publishing in them. Because 
these journals are not indexed in reputable databases, publica-
tions in these journals are unlikely to promote effective knowl-
edge translation between colleagues, or influence healthcare 
practice and/or policy. Therefore, researchers and trainees at all 
levels are urged to exercise caution, think before they submit, 
and advise others of the hazardous world of predatory publish-
ers and their journals. Future research aimed at understanding 
why authors publish in these journals is needed. Such knowledge 
will help develop programs to prevent submissions to predatory 
journals. 
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