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Abstract

Much is rotten in academic publishing, but it is easier to hold noses than do anything
more fundamental about the stench. The five companies dominating the industry
have grown fat on the backs of free academic labour. Why do academics (and so
their research funders, their employers and the taxpayer) continue to subsidise the
Big Five? Perhaps because one needs, and the other supplies, the publication indica-
tors of academic performance on which rankings and the distribution of resources in
higher education are largely based. Many of those with vested interests in academic
publishing and higher education share a faith that publication indicators indicate
something other than an ability to game, that academic papers will be read rather
than merely counted, and that scholarship is mysteriously protected by a peer review
system that is often little more than hollow ritual. The incursion of “predatory” pub-
lishers — publishers simply selling authors what they want — cheap, instant perfor-
mance indicators, no questions asked, no need for gaming or peer review — might
have been expected to have shaken this faith. Instead, established academic publish-
ers have not hesitated to emulate the predators in their rush to make money, what-
ever the cost. This paper argues that the cost may be to scholarship.

Key words Academic publishing - Scholarship - Citability - Performance indicators -
Gaming - Predatory publishers - Eugene Garfield - Journal impact factor

Introduction

Five commercial publishers — Elsevier, Springer, Taylor and Francis, Wiley and
Sage — dominate the academic journal market. The growth of the Big Five has been
prodigious: 20% of the world market in 1973, 30% in 1996, 50% in 2006 and 53% in
2013 (Lariviere et al. 2015; see also McGuigan and Russell 2008; Monbiot 2011).
No other academic publisher has more than 3% of the market. With profit margins
ranging from 28 to 40%, the Big Five are among the most lucrative companies in
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any industry anywhere (Hagve 2020), which may contribute to their determination
and ability to retain their dominance (Bjork 2017).

Contributing substantially to the wealth of academic publishers is the free labour
provided by the academic community. This peculiar arrangement is a relic of the
days when academics accepted a collegial responsibility to produce and distribute
knowledge. Subsidising hugely profitable publishers with free academic labour
makes little sense — except to academic publishers (Bergstrom 2001). The more gen-
erous critics observe that the university pays twice for academic journals — once in
the cost of producing journal papers (research costs and salaries), and then again in
the cost of library subscriptions paid to publishers to acquire the journals contain-
ing the very same papers (McGuigan and Russell 2008). Less generous observers
argue that the taxpayer pays not twice but thrice: first, in that governments (and so
taxpayers) cover most university costs; second, through specific government grants
for academic research; and third, through direct payment to the publisher for access
to the journals publishing the research. “Rather elegantly labelled the ‘triple-pay’
model by some commentators, this business model has long looked bizarre without
ever changing” (Braley 2005, 16). About 15% of the largest academic publishers’
costs are direct publication costs and about 30% profits, leaving 55% in other cat-
egories, such as lobbying to maintain this extraordinary situation (Grossman and
Brembs 2021).

In the UK, the remorseless expansion of higher education from the 1960s had
encouraged commercial publishers, energised by Robert Maxwell, to enter academic
publication, long the preserve of genteel learned societies and university presses
hopeful of covering costs rather than of making profits. Learned societies and uni-
versity presses saw scientific knowledge as a public good: Robert Maxwell, “who
turned scientific journals into a spectacular money-making machine that bankrolled
his rise in British society” (Buranyi 2017), did not.

The Big Five came to dominate academic publishing by following Maxwell’s
lead and acquiring thousands of the best journals that learned societies, university
presses and small publishers had to offer (Bergstrom and Bergstrom 2001; Office of
Fair Trading 2002; Dewatripont et al. 2007; Harvie et al. 2013):

... the big publishers have rounded up the journals with the highest academic
impact factors, in which publication is essential for researchers trying to secure
grants and advance their careers. (Monbiot 2011).

The essence of the academic publishing business is often said to be selling aca-
demics their own work (e.g., Braley 2005). Universities and other captive customers
have paid whatever publishers demanded for academic journals, generally bundled
into “Big Deal” portfolios, a tactical mix of journals vital for the customer’s research
leavened with others surely nice to have.

Measuring Academic Performance

Higher education is no longer a finishing school for the privileged. A modern econ-
omy may expect something like 40% of those entering the workforce to have degrees
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(cf. under 5% in the UK in 1960). Many more students require many more universi-
ties and higher education has become big business (Olivieri 2003). The modern uni-
versity may still portray itself as a cloistered community of scholars, but it is actu-
ally a large multinational competing with many other such universities in selling a
product. There is little of the collegial in the higher education business; profession-
alism has surrendered unconditionally to managerialism and performance measured
in large part by publication of papers in journals (Willmott 1995; Tienari 2012).
Journals are ranked, largely by journal impact factor (JIF), determined mainly by
citation.

Based on the convenient but fanciful notion that the more cited a paper, the higher
its quality (see Alvesson and Sandberg 2013), the JIF is calculated from how often
a journal’s papers have been cited in the years immediately following their publica-
tion (Ashkanasy 2007). Citations are the numerator, valid papers the denominator.
The larger the numerator and the smaller the denominator, the higher the JIF and so
the better — and more valuable — the journal (Brown 2007). There is little of greater
moment in academic publishing than the journal impact factor.

You have to understand that there are some people in [academic publish-
ing] for whom, when Impact Factors are published, it’s their life ... it’s what
they’ve been waiting for all year. It’s bigger than Christmas. And people will
do their utmost to get the highest Impact Factor possible. (David Tempest of
Elsevier quoted in Burbules 2015, 722).

New computing power facilitated citation analysis to advise institutional librar-
ians what journals to order (Price 1964). Knowing who was citing whom also shed
new light on information networks and the provenance of ideas (Zukerman 2018).
But citation analysis revealed which academics were being cited most, of particular
interest to a commercially astute Eugene Garfield (2004). Though a colleague of
Robert Merton at Columbia, very much a believer in information as a public good
(Merton 1968), Garfield saw academic collegiality as an artificial construct, predict-
ing it would collapse when academics learnt to compete (see Hagstrom 1974). Much
of it has. In 1956, Garfield established the Institute for Scientific Information (ISI)
in Philadelphia, selling bibliographic database services, including impact factor cal-
culation and authorization.! He remained chairman of Thomson Reuters ISI until his
death in 2017, for more than half a century marketing a product that has cast a pall
over academic life throughout the world.

The domination of the JIF in higher education has had unintended conse-
quences (Neveda et al. 2012; Aguinis et al. 2020). Managers and administrators
in both publishing and higher education could now pronounce with authority on
the quality of thousands of academic journals without ever opening any of them
(Gingras 2020): “Prices [of journals] are positively correlated with quality meas-
ured by the number of citations they receive ...” (Dewatripont et al. 2007, 409).

! ISI was acquired by Thomson Scientific & Healthcare in 1992, and became known as Thomson ISI,
later Thomson Reuters ISI. It was sold in 2016, becoming Clarivate Analytics. ISI, Garfield’s original
creation was revived as a division within Clarivate Analytics in 2018.
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All too soon, the JIF, of no value in itself, was being attached to people and
organisations to add to their value:

As an author, I can “trade” articles with certain impact factors into a job,
and the institution that employs me can then “trade” those publications into
a better national or global ranking, which may be subsequently traded into
more students, donors, contracts, and so on. (Biagioli and Lippman 2020, 7)

But when a measure of performance becomes more valuable (and much eas-
ier to determine) than the performance itself, Goodhart’s law decrees that effort
switches from producing the performance to producing the measure of the per-
formance instead. Gaming — working the system to generate improved indicators
of performance — flourished. Some journals have increased their JIF enormously.
COVID-19 made possible growth in the Lancet’s JIF from 79.3 in 2021 to 202.7
the following year, a leap in quality of 255% (Kincaid 2022). This when the JIF
of top journals in the arts and humanities might be 1 or perhaps even 2. Eventu-
ally, academic publishing would be disrupted by a new breed of publisher, one
serving the market for performance indicators directly. Until then, the pretence
survived that the JIF was an impartial measure of quality because peer review
guarded against abuse. In fact, peer review did little to discourage gaming and
may actually have encouraged it.

Peer Review in the Age of the Journal Impact Factor

At least in theory, the referee (reviewer in American parlance) provides the
journal editor with advice on whether a submission is sound in terms of cur-
rent knowledge, what it adds to this knowledge, if and how it might be improved
before publication, and whether the result will be strong enough to bear the
weight of further research. Exacting requirements indeed and the peer review sys-
tem has probably always fallen short (Hojat et al. 2003; Berenbaum 2023). There
is little unequivocal evidence that peer review improves papers (Altman 1994;
Campanario 1998; Jefferson et al. 2007; Smith 2014; Baker 2022), and some that
it is quite capable of making half-decent papers really rotten. When performance
indicators are what counts and what a paper says is not, desperate authors will
make any changes referees require, no matter how absurd (Bedeian 1996, 2003;
Robergs 2003; Necker 2014; Shibayama and Baba 2015; Macdonald 2015a; Fong
and Wilhite 2017).

The reviewer knows that you’re lying [and] you know that the reviewer knows
that you're lying, so it becomes a charade. (author quoted in Butler and
Spoelstra 2023, 1269)

Alternatively, authors simply accept rejection as part of the publication pro-
cess, re-submitting an unchanged paper down a cascade of journals in descending
order of JIF until it encounters more obliging referees (Martin 2013).
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Eugene Garfield had argued that the best papers were published in the best
journals, meaning those with the highest impact factors (Garfield 2006).
Even in high IF journals there are some poorly cited papers. But even
these poorly cited papers are usually good, professional papers. They went
through the sieve of thorough refereeing and editing. (Garfield and Pudovkin
2015, 10-11).

Garfield presented his JIF as measuring the academic standard of the journal,
but it was peer review of the journal’s individual papers that insured they were
scholarly. This was always disingenuous, especially as journal quality has come
to be whatever boosts JIF and the referee’s task is often confined to assessing a
paper’s contribution to JIF.

The journal below [Human Relations], with which you have been involved
as a Reviewer ... increased in Impact Factor. This increase is testament
to the commitment and expertise of our ... Reviewers and highlights the
increasing quality of the articles the journal publishes. (email to author
from Sage August 2013)

For Garfield faith in the value of peer review was convenient, as was ignoring
unease about its scholarly value:

The mistake, of course, is to have thought that peer review was any more
than a crude means of discovering the acceptability — not the validity — of a
new finding. (Horton 2000, 148)

Scholarly research that has passed the gauntlet of peer review, therefore,
appears in publications perhaps less to convey new information than to
declare that such research carries the seal of approval from academic gate-
keepers. (Schwartzman 1997, 69)

The editor does not expect the referee to scour submissions for hints of bril-
liance. The screening process works the other way round: it eliminates papers.
Desk review first weeds out submissions that do not fit (Braley 2005; Hochberg
et al. 2009). Out go submissions from unknown authors and undistinguished
institutions (Ceci and Peters 1982; Armstrong 1984; Wenneras and Wold 1997;
van Rooyen et al. 1998; Andersen 2017; Grove 2021; Scanff et al. 2021; see also
Stockelova and Vostal 2017), those on unfamiliar subjects (van Teijlingen and
Hundley 2002; Waters 2004; Heinze et al. 2009). Until recently, desk rejection in
the journals of the political sciences was almost unknown (Merriman 2021), but
JIF has changed everything and now some 40% of submissions is desk rejected
(Garand and Harman 2021). Out go submissions that will not contribute suffi-
ciently to the journal’s impact factor: papers that do not cite other papers in the
journal (Pearson and Sharma 2015), papers with few co-authors, papers with short
reference lists (see Corbyn 2010; Harzing 2013). None of these actions requires
the expertise of a referee or editor; most are routine and can be carried out by jun-
ior members of the editorial team. Submissions that survive desk review go on to
peer review, but this is often no more than internal review by the editorial board.
Only a small and diminishing minority of submissions is ever sent to external

@ Springer



Publishing Research Quarterly (2025) 41:328-356 333

referees and some 30%—50% of these is accepted (Lawrence 2007), which rather
gives the lie to claims that top journals have a high rejection rate because of their
rigorous peer review. The vast majority of their submissions goes nowhere near
an external referee. What is published is what there is least reason to reject, and
the more that is rejected the better:

I would like to thank you for your ongoing support of EMJ [the European
Management Journal], and update you on how well the journal is going . . .
The rejection rate has raised [sic] from 80% to 86%. (email from editor of EMJ
to author, November 2010)

Editors of top journals now boast rejection rates above 95%. Yet, decades ago, an
80% rejection rate was thought too high for peer review to make much sense, simply
because of random error (Ceci and Peters 1982). At 90%, the system was considered
just too noisy to work (Miner 2003). It did not. A survey of those refereeing papers
for the Journal of General Internal Medicine in the early 1990s found the best refer-
ees were “just like us™:

.. when a reviewer was younger than 40 years, from a top academic institu-
tion, well known to the editor commissioning the reviewer, and masked to the
identity of the manuscript’s authors, the probability that he or she would pro-
duce a good review was 87%. When a reviewer had none of these characteris-
tics, the probability was 7%. (Lock 1994, 61)

The Reluctant Referee

Journal editors now have enormous difficulty enlisting expert referees (Trumbore
2024):

The editor of a major Europe-based journal recently noted that on average nine
or ten scholars are contacted before three are found ... (Tienari 2012, 253)

My most dismal record ... contacting 13 potentials to obtain a single review
(editor quoted in Karabag and Berggren 2016)

Journal editors sometimes give up hope of ever finding expert reviewers and set-
tle for anyone who can spot citation of classic papers:

These are scholarly pieces that self-described IB [international business]
scholars typically know well and that are foundational to the field. Reviewers
of IB research manuscripts should actually know such classic pieces well, and
mostly do. (Verbeke et al. 2017, 2)

I cannot judge from the citations how strongly (or weakly) they support the
arguments being made, as I am unfamiliar with almost all of them, and I don’t
plan to read them. (referee of paper submitted to Journal of Information Sci-
ence, September 2006).

Authors oblige, citing major works not for their relevance (Drivas and Krem-
mydas 2020), but to signal their own respectability and allegiance to established
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thinking (Hussain et al. 2020), which may be why so many citations of the classics
are crammed into the first few paragraphs of papers, where they need not relate to
anything in particular. Only 15% of citation in marketing journals serves any intel-
lectual purpose at all (Stremersch et al. 2015). A single paper by one prominent
author is cited in a third of all papers ever published in the Journal of Informetrics
(Hu et al. 2013).

Reluctance to referee is hardly surprising. At the best of times, refereeing is no
mean task; assessing a single paper may occupy several hours, a total global cost
estimated at US$1.9 billion annually in academic time (Johnson et al. 2018). Not
that there are many hours to spare in an academic world where teaching loads,
research expectations and administrative responsibilities have all expanded. For aca-
demics — and referees are generally from their ranks — the returns to writing for pub-
lication, and the penalties for not publishing, have become so great that doing any-
thing else (especially anything anonymous) carries a hefty opportunity cost (Honig
et al. 2014). It follows that universities may frown on their staff refereeing (Linde-
baum and Jordan 2021). Such is the disinclination to referee that senior academics
may well delegate the task to their juniors, arguing that a spot of refereeing is good
practice, but leaving the editor wondering just who has written the referee’s report
(Stossel 1985). Authors submitting to journals suspect that willingness to referee
other submissions has become a condition of publication. Even the most prestigious
journals can be reduced to finding referees through keywords, a procedure which
can easily send an author his own submission to assess (see Macdonald 2015b).

Arranging peer review is coming to be seen as the publisher’s, rather than the edi-
tor’s, responsibility (e.g., House of Commons 2011; Pells 2019; Allen et al. 2019).
Elsevier has recently been reprimanded by the UK Information Commissioner for
covertly constructing a universal database of potential peer reviewers from academ-
ics submitting to any if its journals.” For many years, established publishers have
supplied editors with manuscript submission systems (Jackson et al. 2018), which
may have made life simpler for the editor, but perhaps at the cost of applying a tick-
box approach to peer review (see Goodman and Fletcher 1994). Manuscript submis-
sion systems are quite capable of “unsubmitting” submissions on grounds as trivial
as “references should use ‘&’ not ‘and’”. The publisher’s imposition of a standard,
mechanistic format has non-trivial intellectual consequences: some arguments just
cannot be presented as research questions and hypotheses; some papers are quite
unsuited to a neat parade of introduction, literature review, methodology, discussion,
conclusion, limitations and suggestions for future research (Willmott 2011).

Peer Review as Ritual

Established publishers peddle the unlikely notion that academics fight to referee so
that they may be first to spot ground-breaking research and identify promising new

2 Letter from UK Information Commissioner’s Office to Elsevier, January 2022.
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scholars. The chairman of the Publishing Research Consortium, for example, is of
the opinion that altruism is rife among academics:

Most researchers give up time to review papers for no charge ... Why do they
do it? ... [They] quite simply do it because they enjoy being able to improve
papers. (Robert Campbell as quoted in Sense About Science 2009).

Springer Nature has devised metrics for the academic to demonstrate service as a
referee. This, thinks someone at Springer, will “strengthen ... job and funding appli-
cations for career advancement or even tenure.”> Publons, an organisation calculat-
ing publishing performance, has been presenting outstanding referees with its Sen-
tinel of Science awards and a small payment.* The most prolific Sentinel of all, one
Jonas Ranstam, completed 661 reviews in a single year,” and was paid 38 cents (US)
per review (Teixeira da Silva and Al-Khatib 2019).

In defiance of the mass of evidence, and oblivious of the vast and venerable lit-
erature on how to improve peer review, the science establishment insists that peer
review already works well.

The high international reputation of UK research ... is based on the rigour
with which peer review is used, and the care with which practical decisions to
fund or publish are based on it. (Onora O’Neill in British Academy 2007, iii)
The peer review of scientific manuscripts is a cornerstone of modern science
and medicine. (Rockwell 2014, 1)

Much is made of the provenance of peer review in this establishment fantasy:
peer review is promoted as the bulwark of the Enlightenment, for centuries the
champion of scientific thinking, the primum mobile of academic publishing:

From their beginnings in the mid-seventeenth century scientific journals were
subjected to criticism ... The result was an institutionalised mechanism for
the application of standards to scientific work, which has changed little in the
ensuing centuries. (Wilson 1978, 1697).

From these early efforts gradually emerged the process of independent review
of scientific reports by acknowledged experts that persists to this day. (Lee
et al. 2013, 3).

All a concoction, of course. What little peer review there was before World War
II was ramshackle and informal, hardly a system at all. For centuries, journals had
adopted and adapted their own systems as required. For much of the twentieth cen-
tury, the editors of—for instance — Science, the Journal of the American Medical
Association and the American Journal of Medicine published whatever took their
fancy without benefit of peer review (Knoll 1990; Burnham 1990). Not until 1976

3 Email to author from Springer Nature recognising refereeing service for Social Justice Research, Feb-
ruary 2020.

* Publons was taken over by Clarivate Analytics in June 2017.

5 https://upskill.researcher.life/instructor/jonas-ranstam/70.
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did Nature (Triaridis and Kyrgidis 2010) and the Lancet (Benos et al. 2007) bother
with referees.

Author demand is not for peer review at all, but for publication in a peer-reviewed
journal — a nice distinction, but important: desperate authors need not an opinion
of their paper, but the removal of an obstacle to publication (Horrobin 2001; Tipler
2003). Hammarfelt and Rushforth (2017) talk of the author “overcoming” peer
review. Peer review is not, as many would have it, the least bad system, much like
democracy (Smith 2006). Peer review is actually a very bad system indeed if it is
used to lends respectability to questionable practices — as Garfield had done: “The
journal editor says: what’s wrong with publishing an industry-funded editorial or
review article as long as it gets appropriate peer review?” (Elliott 2004, 21).

Business school authors have come to see peer review as absolving authors of
personal responsibility for misbehaviour; whatever gets past the referee and the edi-
tor must be acceptable (Butler et al. 2017). Ritual peer review purifies even the most
fetid misconduct, and there is much of that in the gaming of citations (Karabag and
Berggren 2013; Héjek et al. 2016; van Bevern et al. 2016).

Gaming Citation

A much-cited paper is not necessarily a “good” paper (Teplitskiy et al. 2018), and a
“good” paper is not necessarily much cited. A paper may be wildly wrong or spec-
tacularly bad and yet highly cited. Merely appearing in a top journal increases the
citability of a paper (Rushforth and de Rijcke 2015) and having been cited further
increases the citability of a paper. This matters: citation is right at the heart of the
measurement of academic performance; it largely determines JIF and thus research
quality and the allocation of resources in higher education. It is far and away the pri-
mary target of gaming.

Gaming techniques to increase citability can be as unsophisticated as authors
agreeing to cite each other, avoiding long hyphenated titles (Zhou et al. 2019),
adding honorary authors and encapsulating everything of moment in the title and
abstract, often all that is ever read. Most effective is self-citation (Smeyers and Bur-
bules 2011): citing oneself counts just as much as being cited by others and “the
more one cites oneself the more one is cited by other scholars” (Fowler and Aksnes
2007, 433). Self-citation is responsible for more than half of all citation 10 years
after publication. Just as papers now attach many more references (Macdonald and
Kam 2010), so they also have many more authors, exploiting each author’s tendency
to self-cite (Seeber et al. 2019). A survey of many thousands of Norwegian scientific
papers reveals direct correlation between number of authors of a paper and the num-
ber of citations it attracts (Aksnes 2003). Single-authored papers have become rare,
co-authored papers normal, and over-authored papers unexceptional (King 2007).
The list of the 2068 authors of one physics paper is substantially longer than the
paper itself (Khachatryan et al. 2010).

The more a paper sticks to the blindingly obvious and the universally applica-
ble, the more likely it is to be cited and so published (Lawrence, 2003). Editors
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crave “water is wet” papers that can be cited almost anywhere in support of almost
anything:

They actually used the expression “dumb down”, they did not use “simplify”
... I never thought you would actually get that ... (editor’s report to submitting
author quoted in Butler and Spoelstra 2014, 544-45)

Papers containing negative results are to be avoided, but so too is cutting edge
research, challenging established beliefs, and anything smacking of brilliance (see
Ayoubi et al. 2021). The paper announcing the discovery of the double helix — prob-
ably the most important paper in biology for a century (Lawrence 2007) — was far
too complicated and was rarely cited for more than a decade. Authors soon discover
that journal editors, ever mindful of citability and the JIF, dislike clever papers (see
Gannon 2005).

Gaming is just about universal among academics; those who do not game are
much less likely to be published than those who do. Editors and publishers are both
enthusiastic about gaming (Falagas and Alexiou 2008; Martin 2016). Where sub-
missions contain too few citations to a journal’s own papers, the editor may make
publication contingent on the authors adding more, a repugnant practice known as
“coercive citation” and especially prevalent among the most prestigious manage-
ment and science journals (Wilhite and Fong 2012; see also Petersen 2019).

Papers reflecting on a journal’s activities offer a regular opportunity for hyper
citation of its own papers, which has a wondrous effect on the JIF. The “Highlights
of the Year” for 2011 produced by the editor of the Journal of the American College
of Cardiology, come with 292 citations, 272 of them to that very journal, increasing
its JIF by 250%. Publishers may even bribe authors to cite papers in their journals.
$US6 per citation is the going rate from Innoscience Research:

I have published an article entitled ... There are six citations of your journals
in my article. The citations are as follows. Please see the paper as the attach-
ment. [ want to claim the rewards from you. (email from an author claiming
payment, Oransky 2021).

Putting accepted papers on a journal’s website (often many dozens of them with
years to wait for publication) is a popular ploy (Wilhite et al. 2019). In JIF calcula-
tions, citations to these papers count, but not the papers themselves, so up goes the
JIF.

Implications for Scholarship

Gaming is now embedded in academic performance measurement: academics who
do not game rapidly become uncompetitive and perish. Producing indicators of per-
formance is easier than producing the performance itself, and is also less intellectu-
ally onerous. Gaming is not unskilled — far from it — but the skills required are not
necessarily academic skills (Rolfe 2016; Oravec 2017), and the result of their appli-
cation is unlikely to be scholarship.
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From an instrumental position, [the paper] gave me my professorship. But as
a scholarship piece, it’s disgusting. Yeah, it was really, really awful. (author
quoted in Butler and Spoelstra 2014, 544).

... it doesn’t matter what the fuck you publish, only where you publish it. (aca-
demic quoted in Butler and Spoelstra 2014, 542).

The skills required to game citations are not unlike those needed to play games in
other contexts. Gaming, perhaps especially online gaming, can be compulsive, play-
ers driven by the urge to attain an ever-higher score, a number that acquires purpose
in itself. This is certainly evident in the academic obsession with metric competi-
tion. Academic curricula vitae proudly express research performance in a profusion
of numbers, themselves reliant on gaming (van Bevern et al. 2016; Wren and Geor-
gescu 2020) and quite detached from any research context:

H-index: 29; total citations: 2962 (2505 without self-citations); citing articles:
1953 (1852 without self-citations). Average citations per item: 25.18. The most
highly cited paper has received 442 citations. From Google Scholar: H-index:
35 (22 since 2012); i-10 index: 88 (53 since 2012), total citations 4377 (2398
since 2012). (cited in Wood 2021, 13).

So compulsive is the gaming of academic performance metrics that the collegi-
ality of the common room has been replaced by the sort of triumph and despair
characteristic of the betting shop. Discussion and development of ideas have been
replaced by boasting about metric achievements and consequent ranking:

Where the place of publication becomes more important than scholarly con-
tent, academic discourse is increasingly devoted to rankings talk. Our time is
consumed in sterile speculations and dizzying debates about the rank assigned
to a particular journal ... (Willmott 2011, 437-38).

Nothing in the traditional scholarly canon was sacred:

. many scholars consider authorship and citation to be fungible attributes,
components of a project one can alter to improve their publication and funding
record or to increase journal impact factors. (Fong and Wilhite 2017).

Citation was gamed to increase the JIF and need have nothing to do with sup-
porting the argument in the paper’s text. A paper’s citations need even appear in
the paper: Besangon et al. (2024) find that 9% of references are in only the paper’s
metadata, where they still contribute to JIF even though they are inaccessible to
readers. Authorship was fungible in the sense that it has become an entitlement and
need have nothing to do with creating an academic paper. With sufficient gaming,
even non-existent papers and authors can become highly ranked (see Lopez-Cozar
et al. 2014; Harzing 2016). Ike Antkare had 102 publications and an h-index of 94
in April 2010, making him the world’s 21st most cited scientist. There is no Ike Ant-
kare and there never has been (Labbé 2020), though he continues to publish (e.g.,
Antkare 2020). Even Larry the cat has 144 citations and an h-index of 12 (Richard-
son 2024).
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The possibility has been aired that the gaming that increases performance meas-
ures might actually be damaging scholarship. Gaming, according to Jeanes et al.
(2019, 1547, 53), results in a “reduction in scholarship, quality, originality and nov-
elty” and the “ascent of the opportunistic, career-driven scholar.” It reduced the aca-
demic to little more than a commodity, incapable of creative thinking:

... there appears to be a link between an incessant desire for self-improvement
on the one hand, and academics’ attempts to game themselves into a more
appealing commodity on the other. (emphasis in original, Hammarfelt et al.
2016).

Even reading was seen as squandering good writing time:

Based on your entire viewing history, you could have saved 19,610 min by
using Summaries. (email to author from Academia.edu, August 2023).

As Walls (2018) notes, everybody writing while nobody is reading rather suggests
that everybody is writing for nobody. Alvesson et al. (2017, 3) concur: “never before
in the history of humanity have so many social scientists written so much with so lit-
tle effect or of benefit to anyone.”

Gaming has distracted attention from a paper’s contents. Judicious citation is
rewarded, but not careful reading. Papers need not be read beyond title and abstract.
Gaming seems even to absolve authors of reading what they cite — only 20% bother
(Simkin and Roychowdhury 2003). Authors are only slightly familiar with 40% of
their citation, and 60% has little influence on their papers (Teplitskiy et al. 2018).
When Elsevier made up a sample reference to demonstrate favoured submission
style, this totally fictional reference had been cited nearly 400 times by 2017 and 500
by 2023 (Harzing 2023).

Gaming allows citations to be nonsense: scholarship does not. Scholarship does little
to boost the JIF and is a problem to measure and manage. Managers like to culti-
vate an image of a university workforce replete with scholars and scholarship, but
the reality is workers controlled through publication indicators and journal rankings.
Gaming performance metrics does not complement scholarship, rather it replaces
scholarship (Dougherty and Horne 2022). Scholarship makes no contribution to this
gaming and gains nothing from it (Smaldino and McElreath 2016).

Open Access and Predatory Journals

Established academic publishers have been turning from their traditional subscrip-
tion model with all its paywalls towards an open access system making academic
papers freely accessible to all. With open access, authors pay publishers article pro-
cessing charges (APCs) from their research funds. There have been objections (Mac-
donald 2013); for example, on the grounds that not all authors have research funds.
Open access has made publication easier for elite academics with grants, and harder
for others (Ellingson et al. 2021), particularly evident where established publishers
have created a two-tier hybrid system offering rich authors all the benefits of open

@ Springer



340 Publishing Research Quarterly (2025) 41:328-356

access and the poor all the delay of a traditional subscription model. But the basic
argument that the findings of academic research should be as public as the funding
that paid for them has been persuasive — so persuasive that some of the disadvan-
tages of open access (particularly those arising from the author-pays principle) have
been overlooked (Kember and Brand 2023).

Focused on preserving their lucrative oligopoly, established publishers used to be
less enthusiastic about open access than a new breed of publisher anxious to seize
likely opportunities. In brief, open access allowed this new breed to sell perfor-
mance indicators direct to authors with only minimal concern for paper content.

New innovative publishers repositioned themselves as service providers to the
authors, publishing with them, rather than seeing themselves as content pro-
viders to readers. (Shen and Bjork 2015).

It is easy to confuse the APC of open access journals from established publishers
with the fees these new publishers charge their own authors (Beall 2017). The con-
fusion inspired Jeffrey Beall, a librarian from the University of Colorado, to declare
the newcomers “predatory” and to compile a blacklist to make the distinction clear
(Basken 2017). Begun in 2010, listing ended suddenly and somewhat mysteriously
in 2017 (Beall 2017). It would appear that Beall, weary of harassment and fearful of
losing his university job (Straumsheim 2017; Chawla 2018), had simply had enough.
Versions of Beall’s list of predatory publishers are still available and Beall’s efforts
are as prominent as ever in discussions of predatory publishing.

Shen and Bjork (2015) estimate that there were some 8,000 predatory journals in
2015, and that they published half a million papers in 2014 alone. Cabells, an ana-
lyser of publishing data, has recently discovered 17,000 predatory journals.® Entry
to the predatory sector is particularly cheap and easy, requiring little more than IT
resources, bank accounts and clerical labour (Siler et al. 2021). But what is a preda-
tory publisher? A ready definition is everything an established publisher is not, in
business only for the money — but then established publishers are not averse to mak-
ing lots of money. Predatory journals will publish just about anything — but then so
will many established journals: when John Bohannon (2013) submitted his spoof
paper on the use of lichen to cure cancer, it was acceptable to established journals as
well as predatory ones.

As predatory publishers publish entirely online, there is no limit to the number of
papers each issue can carry, the publisher charging the author a fee for each paper.
But the very same strategy has also been adopted by established journals. For exam-
ple, Scientometrics, a Springer journal, published 40 papers in 1985 and 355 papers
in 2022, Springer demanding an APC for each one. Predatory publishers do their
best to ape the journals of established publishers; their titles and covers are often
remarkably similar. But established publishers also seem to copy from predatory
publishers. One strategy recently adopted by established publishers is associating
the brand of their leading journals with lesser journals, often with automatic trans-
fer of submissions rejected by the leading journal. In name and cover design, these

% https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9qcOmlO3vIM
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derivatives mimic such prominent journals as Nature, Science and the Lancet — a
practice not so very different from that followed by many a predatory journal (Khel-
faoui and Gingras 2020). Increasingly, established and predatory publishers share
what is worst in academic publishing: common to both is the practice of arranging
conferences and then directing conference papers to their own journals. Editorial
board members have been known to resign en masse rather than collude with estab-
lished publishers in the erosion of scholarly standards (e.g., Upton 2023).

The lengthy description of peer review on so many predatory websites (often sto-
len from established publishers) is usually no more than mantra. With few excep-
tions, predatory journals provide only nominal peer review (Basken 2017), but thus
it is with many an established publisher, and perhaps especially those producing
mega-journals containing hundreds of papers in each issue (Ioannidis et al. 2023).
In devising criteria to identify predatory journals for its Predatory Report, Cabells
struggles to find characteristics that are peculiar to predatory journals.” An almost
random selection of Cabells’ indicators of a predatory journal include:

no way to contact the journal

authors have published several times in the same journal

authors have published papers with similar titles in other journals, and
journal publishes papers intended to increase citations.

These are all characteristics of established journals too. A characteristic com-
mon to both predatory and established journals can be described as underhand in
predatory journals and a sign of merit in established journals. So, while rapid peer
review indicates corruption in a predatory journal, it is a mark of efficiency in an
established one. Established publishers may reduce their APCs for authors from the
developing world, but for other publishers to make such concessions is a sure sign of
predation. Established publishers publish lots more papers per issue because authors
like quick publication, but predatory publishers produce lots of papers per issue
because they want to make money. An unsophisticated website and poor English
indicate a predatory journal, not simply a journal lacking resources. Having a West-
ern business address is a sign of a predatory journal, but so too is not having one.
And so Cabells’ digs itself ever deeper in its desperation to distinguish established
publishers from predatory publishers.

The Predatory Narrative

Despite the evidence, a simple narrative proclaiming the evils of predatory pub-
lishers is now ubiquitous (Inouye and Mills 2021) — predatory publishers are
exploitative, greedy and grasping. Demonising predatory publishers deflects
attention from the equally questionable behaviour of established publishers

7 See “The Source/Cabells Predatory Reports criteria v 1.1, available at https://blog.cabells.com/2019/
03/20/predatoryreport-criteria-v1-1/. See also Anderson (2017).
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(Sovacool 2008; Reynolds 2016). Is predatory publishing really as black as the
narrative paints it? The International Academy of Nursing Editors (INANE,
appropriately) does not question the narrative: “with profit as the driving force,
these ‘predatory’ publishers engage in a range of disturbingly unethical and
unscholarly practices” (INANE 2015, 88).

Similarly, a mob-handed paper in Nature roundly denounces predatory jour-
nals for their avarice and lack of transparency (Grudniewicz et al. 2019). This
despite Nature charging $US11,200 to publish an open access paper (many, many
times the fee charged to publish in a predatory journal), and Nature declining to
disclose how this APC is calculated (Krauskopf 2021). The APC of an estab-
lished journal, it would seem, is adjusted by its JIF: the higher the JIF, the more
the APC. In the established publishing sector, quality pays so it is well worth
manipulating the indicators of quality.

[Nature] aims at increasing APCs by increasing the value we offer to authors
through improving the impact factor. (Siler and Frenken 2020, 31).

Are the real predators those that charge excessive APCs or is this differ-
ence in price considered a premium for publishing in a “quality” journal via
impact factors that can be manipulated by the so called “legitimate” jour-
nals? (Teixeira da Silva et al. 2019).

Commercial secrets easily trump transparency in academic publishing. Of the
many papers now being retracted by established publishers — up 1,900% in medi-
cal journals between 2001 and 2010 (Zietman 2013) — half are retracted with-
out explanation (Cox et al. 2018). Clarivate, the direct descendant of Garfield’s
commercial creation, is still at the heart of academic publishing, still using jour-
nal publication to measure academic performance and still registering journals
considered sufficiently respectable to have their JIF calculated. On what basis is
a mystery to all but insiders; Clarivate keeps secret the algorithms it uses to cal-
culate the impact factor of journals. This matters: in 2017, the Lancet published
1,595 papers, but Clarivate counted only 302 of them towards the journal’s impact
factor (Grossman and Brembs 2021). The classification of papers to be included
in the denominator, though crucial in JIF calculations, is another commercial
secret (PloS Medicine Editors 2006; see also Metze 2010). Clarivate forbids even
the listing of journal impact factors, this being the company’s own intellectual
property. Dissatisfied editors of top journals can always negotiate with Clarivate
— confidentially, of course — for a higher ranking. It has never seen any commer-
cial advantage in distinguishing and eliminating self-citation in its calculations
of JIF, though the blow to gaming would be considerable. Thus it is that gaming
is facilitated and rife in established academic publishing while gaming plays lit-
tle part in predatory publishing. As PloS Medicine Editors (2006, 0708) note,
“... Science is currently rated by a process that is itself unscientific, subjective,
and secretive.” In this same tradition, Cabells’ new “Predatory Report” is a com-
mercial product with a “behind the scenes scoring rubric that assigns different
weights to different violations” (Anderson 2017).

Sporting titles not unlike those of the most respectable journals, many preda-
tory journals defeat the search engines used by Clarivate — and also reveal their
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weaknesses. The African Journal of Business Management, a predatory journal pub-
lishing over 1,200 papers in 2011, had no difficulty obtaining ISI listing (Harzing
2016; Petrisor 2016) and became one of the world’s most prominent management
journals. Where Clarivate declines to give a journal an impact factor, one may be
purchased from another ISI. Jalalian (2015) calls this fake ISI the Institute for Sci-
entific Information and the genuine ISI the Institute of Scientific Information (but
gets them the wrong way round). Meanwhile, impact factors can be created and pur-
chased from yet another ISI, International Scientific Indexing (https://isindexing.
com/isi/). Predatory journals, even those on Beall’s list, have little trouble gaining
whatever respectability is still associated with approval by Scopus and ANVUR
(Bagues et al. 2019; Frandsen 2022).

A perfect example is Impact Factor Services for International journals, an
Indian-based organisation that operates an indexing and impact-factor measur-
ing service for international journals. For an annual fee of $US40, “predatory”
journals can have their impact factor evaluated according to IFSIJ’s method
and list it on their website. ... these kinds of organisations arguably reveal the
impact factor for precisely what it is: a fetishized and vacuous number. (Bell
2017, 659).

The truth is further stretched when the predatory narrative warns authors that
predatory journals maintain no archive and their papers will be lost forever: free
from the paywalls and replication restrictions of established publishers, papers are
available on a range of servers. And the accusation that naive academics (a strange
concept amidst universal gaming) are hoodwinked and abused by predatory publish-
ers (e.g., Manca et al. 2017), rings a little hollow in the light of their mistreatment
by established publishers, publishers that have long exploited academic labour on
their production line on the grounds that collegial effort is an integral part of aca-
demic publishing rather than a thinly disguised form of modern slavery.

The predatory narrative claims that the ownership and location of predatory
publishers are uncertain, though the accusation holds just as true for established
publishers. Like academics everywhere, academics in developing countries are
expected to present their employers with evidence of performance in the form of
publishing metrics. The APCs of established publishers are quite beyond them.
For these academics, predatory journals often offer the only route to publication.
Take a single example: universities in developing countries have long expected
their academics to publish in established journals their libraries could never
afford to purchase. Current demands for indicators of performance are equally
unreasonable in that academics in developing countries lack the influence and
gaming skills to publish in top journals (Krauskopf 2021). Predatory journals sell
these academics whatever indicators they need to graduate, to retain their job, to
be promoted; they give these academics probably their only chance of interna-
tional recognition:

. my institution officially wanted me to publish an international paper. I
had very little time and I wittingly submitted it to a [predatory] journal. If I
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had not submitted it to that journal, I would have been fined. (cited in Demir
2018, 1305).

When one considers the vast problems that beset established academic publishing
— the gaming, the self-interest, the worthless papers published in some top journals
(Smith 2014) — “shady journals ready to publish anything for $200 do not seem like
the most urgent problem to solve ...” (Krawczyk and Kulczycki 2021, 9; see also
Hanson et al. 2023).

Most seriously, the predatory narrative neglects to mention the develop-
ing symbiosis between predatory and established publishers (Brockington et al.
2023). Some established publishers are even joining forces with predatory pub-
lishers (Spears 2014). Wiley recently purchased Hindawi, despite Hindawi’s pred-
atory reputation, to increase its penetration of the Asian market (Zhang 2023).
Established publishers are all too aware that the value of their own journals
— especially their top journals — depends on gaming citations. Increasing the cita-
tion of papers is particularly effective when carried out in tandem with predatory
journals. For example, there is no restriction on self-citation in a predatory jour-
nal; a reference list can sport hundreds of references to the author’s own papers,
all counting towards the h-index, the Altmetrics (social media) score, and many
towards the citation index and ultimately the journal impact factor. And they will
probably all count again when the same paper is self-plagiarised in another preda-
tory journal. The author’s institutional affiliation helps determine whether a paper
survives the desk review of established top journals (Wennerds and Wold 1997,
van Rooyen et al. 1998; Andersen 2017; see Lutmar and Reingewertz 2021). The
predatory journal allows the author to acquire whatever affiliations she likes and
so helps pave the way to peer review stage in established journals (Stetka 2018).

Conclusion - Whatever Next?

Which, then, is the major miscreant, the predatory journal that offers academics,
particularly academics in the developing world, their only realistic opportunity of
publishing, or huge international publishers (see Aguinis et al. 2020; Grossman
and Brembs 2021)?

. if the essential features of predatory publishing are unethical behavior
and a focus on profit, then many publishers using the subscription model are
even bigger predators than some new OA publishers. (Krawczyk and Kulc-
zycki 2021, 8)

And while it is true that predatory journals publish some really terrible papers,
so do established journals (Bohannon 2013), though they are often much cited (Cal-
laham et al. 2002).

Predatory journals may be derided for their poor English, but academic papers are
now written to be counted rather than read; indeed, the less readable, the more likely
a paper is to be cited and therefore counted (Ante 2022; Wang et al. 2022). Advice
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on what makes papers less readable — for, example, peppering them with adjectives
and adverbs (Wen and Lei 2022) — is readily available. Many editors, even of top
journals, no longer edit what will probably never be read even if it were readable.
This from Research Policy: “It also would avoid that authors feel as if they were
coerced ... But such ideas yield may well high returns [sic] ...” (Osterloh and Frey
2020, 6).

Established publishers have developed a sideline for authors who still want their
papers to be read rather than just counted. They will provide “paper preparation”
services, charging the author to put a submission into the form the publisher prefers:

English language editing (8,000 words, 6 days, Premium rate) — $US0.09 per
word

Translation with editing (Portuguese to English) — $USO0.11 per word
Manuscript formatting (3-day service) — $US125

Artwork preparation — $US20 per image

Technical review (7-day service) — $US500°

The journals of established publishers, and especially the top journals, are hot-
beds of gaming (Honig et al. 2014). Between 1987 and 2006, over half of all citation
in the respected Administrative Science Quarterly was to papers in the Administra-
tive Science Quarterly (Macdonald and Kam 2010). The nastier forms of gaming,
such as coercive citation, are common in established publishing — and especially
among the most prestigious journals, which have a standing to maintain (Wilhite
and Fong 2012; Chorus and Waltman 2016) — but not in predatory publishing. The
Academy of Management’s journals top the list of social science journals coercing
citations from authors. Some 25% of papers presented at the 2009 conference of
the Academy of Management were plagiarised papers (Honig and Bedi 2012). In a
predatory journal, there is no entitlement and no coercion; the author simply pays to
be published.

There is much that is rotten in academic publishing, most has nothing to do
with predatory publishing and everything to do with the expansion of higher
education. Inspired by Robert Maxwell, the academic publishing industry, and
especially its Big Five, grew rich by espousing scholarly values while exploit-
ing academics, not so much to provide the world with knowledge, as to supply
the higher education industry with the performance indicators and rankings its
managers required. Publish or perish served the requirements of both higher edu-
cation and established publishers, but science and society have paid a price. Both
suffer when citability and JIF guide authors in what research to tackle, how to
report the results and where to publish them.

When performance indicators are all that count, and performance itself
scarcely matters, there is no building on the shoulders of giants. When indicators
of performance are so ubiquitous and so ruthlessly gamed, there is no telling what
actual performance has been achieved.

8 Editing services supporting Taylor & Francis authors available at https://www.tandfeditingservices.
com/services/.
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I have little time for the “top journal” fetish. More than that, I consider it
one of the most damaging, dysfunctional and pernicious trends in research
culture. It damages wise research, interdisciplinary research and the most
innovative research. (academic quoted in Neveda et al. 2012, 357-58)

Few appreciated — as Beall did — the opportunity open access would offer to
a new sort of academic publisher. Predatory publishers would allow authors to
buy whatever performance indicators they wanted, which is not so very differ-
ent from the arrangements those in the know have been reaching with estab-
lished publishers for decades (Houghton 2022). There is a fundamental honesty
to predatory publishing. If the author as customer wants performance indicators,
then performance indicators the author shall have — and without the relentless
gaming required by established academic publishing. And if those further up the
academic food chain than the author fail to appreciate the difference between a
prestigious journal and a predatory one with a very similar name, that instant
publication is incompatible with thorough peer review and journal editing, and
that an international journal may reflect only the location of its bank accounts,
then caveat emptor.

In contrast, there is a fundamental cynicism in established publishing. All its par-
ticipants — authors, editors, publishers, funders, managers and administrators — have
been content to be part of a system producing papers of little value to society in
favour of metrics of very great value to themselves. Institutions of higher education
would prefer to look the other way when faced with anything smacking of miscon-
duct in academic publishing (Long et al. 2009; Allison 2016), not perhaps surpris-
ing when many actively encourage such behaviour. Western universities have been
paying bonuses to academics for publishing in the right journals for decades (Mac-
donald and Kam 2007). Over a decade, cash bonuses explained an increase of nearly
50% in submissions to top journals (Franzoni et al. 2011). Many Chinese universi-
ties have simply followed suit: bonus incentives to a first author at Zhejiang Univer-
sity range from 2,000 RMB for a paper in a journal with a JIF between 1 and 3 up
to 14,000 RMB for a paper in a journal with an impact factor above 20 (Shao and
Shen 2011). Payments for publication in such journals as Nature and Science can be
worth 20 times a Chinese academic’s annual salary (Quan et al. 2017). Academics
everywhere can now buy authorship to papers that have already been accepted in
prestigious journals (Hvistendahl 2013; Jalalian 2015).

Predatory publishing is cheap and meets a very real demand for performance
indicators, not scholarship. In contrast, established publishers and their journals
promise a scholarly product, as if performance indicators were no more than a by-
product of this scholarship. This is the promise that has been made ever since Gar-
field devised the JIF, and it is just as empty now as it was then. Established publish-
ers and their journals supply performance indicators every bit as much as predatory
journals — but at the expense of content.

Every university is pushing publishing so hard that this results in significantly
lower quality research in total ... the vast majority of work is derivative, or
makes observations that amount to “this tiny square of the sky is blue ...

@ Springer



Publishing Research Quarterly (2025) 41:328-356 347

unlike the sky over there which is blue.” (editor quoted in Karabag and Berg-
gren 2016)

In Russia, the poison has spread through the wholesale gaming of academic pub-
lishing indicators via “systems designed by the leading citation databases and global
ranking organisations” to universities and governments, themselves now regarded as
predatory (Trubnikov and Trubnikova 2023).

The system is absurd, as is toleration of its continuance. In a refreshingly origi-
nal analysis, Kirsten Bell (2017) suggests that predatory journals parody both them-
selves and established journals. Because they deliberately mimic established jour-
nals, they must signal to the market that they offer something established journals do
not. Their style of signalling has become notorious, its cynicism almost lyrical:

Dear Iconic Professor ... being overwhelmed by your eminence work ...
pleased to invite all of you to send you upcoming paper ... in all fields of
Social Science and Business... focuses on interesting phenomena, deep mech-
anisms, advanced structures, brilliant properties.

Self-parody to be sure, but also parody of the whole academic publishing industry
of which predatory publishers are but a part. Predatory publishers are a nonsense,
but that they have so readily been accommodated in academic publishing exposes
the disgrace that academic publishing as a whole has become.
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