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Key points

• Publishing articles in predatory or low quality open-access journals has been

proven to be easy.

• In the presented case study, the editor replaced the entire submitted manuscript

with plagiarized texts, without explicitly informing the authors.

• When strongly motivated to publish, editors and publishers may fraudulently

change articles to make them more publishable.

• Replacing the entire content of an article cannot be interpreted as a misguided

attempt to improve article quality.

• Plagiarism should not be solely blamed on authors when editors may be the

culprits.

INTRODUCTION

A negative – and unintended – side effect of the open access

publishing movement (Van Noorden, 2013), where a reader-pays

economy has been replaced by an author-pays model, has been

the numerous ‘predatory’ open access (pOA) journals that have

appeared over the last few years (Beall, 2012, 2013). It has been

shown on numerous occasions that publishing in pOA journals is

not difficult, and the peer review process, if any, is not rigorous.

The most notorious example is probably a paper entitled ‘Get

me off your fucking mailing list’, which consists of that very sen-

tence repeated over and over again throughout the entire length

of the 10-page paper, as well as graphs containing the same

wording. The manuscript was ‘written’ in 2005 by David Mazières

(NYU) and Eddie Kohler (UCLA) as a response to unsolicited

e-mails (spam) from conference organizers (Mazières & Kohler,

2005). Earlier in 2014, Peter Vamplew (Federation University

Australia) had used the unpublished manuscript for the same pur-

pose and had submitted it to the International Journal of Advanced

Computer Technology, a pOA journal that was spamming him. The

manuscript was accepted with minor changes after allegedly

going through a peer review process. However, Vamplew, who

never intended to go through with the actual publication –

perhaps to avoid the $150 publishing fees – chose to stop the

process (Beall, 2014). Another well-known example is the case of a

graduate student who submitted a nonsensical computer-generated

manuscript that was accepted for publication (Gilbert, 2009). Again,

the process was immediately stopped, and the accepted article was

never published. In both cases, however, the question remains:

would the editors have actually published the articles, or would

they have simply taken the money and not followed through?

(A question that has since been answered in Ray, 2016.)

The case study described in this paper aimed at answering

this question by repeating Peter Vamplew’s experiment, but

going one step further by attempting to have the article pub-

lished. The exercise was performed in the context of an ‘Intro-

duction to Research’ graduate class taught at the University of

Kentucky by the first author. The manuscript, written by a 7-year

old, was submitted and quickly accepted. However, it was ulti-

mately decided not to go forward with the publication. As it
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turned out, performing that last step would have transformed a

harmless case-study into a case of severe academic offense.

JOURNAL SELECTION, SUBMISSION,
AND NOTIFICATION

The manuscript selected for this case study was a minimalistic

booklet containing a collection of facts about bats, illustrated

with several figures. The booklet was written by a 7-year old stu-

dent at Rosa Parks Elementary, Lexington, KY. A page of this

booklet, as originally drafted, is presented in Fig. 1(A). To prepare

the manuscript for submission, the ‘booklet’ was reformatted

using LATEX, and the figures were replaced with similar but

copyright-free images. The first page of the submitted manuscript

is presented in Fig. 1(B).

In order to select an appropriate journal for this experiment,

the scholarly open-access website (Beall, 2016b), maintained by

Jeffrey Beall, was consulted. The website publishes up-to-date

lists of ‘potential, possible, or probable predatory scholarly open-

access’ journals and publishers. In order to be included in the lists,

journals and publishers are evaluated according to specific criteria

(Beall, 2015) based on publishing standards established by the

Committee on Publication Ethics: Code of Conduct for Journal

(2011) and Principles of Transparency and Best Practice in Scholarly

(2013). The journals included in the lists are therefore not neces-

sarily ‘predatory’ in the proper sense but have been deemed to

have questionable publishing, scientific, or business practices.

After consulting the list, a decision was taken to submit the

manuscript to the International Journal of Comprehensive Research

in Biological Science. The manuscript was submitted, and a few

weeks later, the editor wrote back stating that it was being con-

sidered for publication but that minor changes were needed:

We are happy to inform you that the article entitled

‘Assessment of living habits of bats’ (Manuscript No:

IJCRBS 1402) has been considered for short communica-

tion but It[sic] has been found that the content in the

abstract, introduction and conclusion are one and the same.

In this regard we would like the author to revise the article

and communicate the same with minimum of 5 references.

As the suggestions appeared to be reasonable, the changes

were made, and the manuscript was re-submitted in Microsoft®

Word format as requested by the editor. The first page of this

version of the manuscript is presented in Fig. 1(C). The accept-

ance e-mail came a few days later:

We are glad to inform you that the article entitled ‘Assess-

ment of living habits of bats’ (Manuscript No: IJCRBS

1402) is provisionally accepted and will be published in

forthcoming issue Vol II, Issue I, Jan 2015 of IJCRBS.

The e-mail was also accompanied with a request for copy-

right transfer and a $60 invoice. After contemplating the idea to

pay the fee, ‘competent authorities’ made the case that this

might not be such a harmless idea after all. Similarly to Peter

Vamplew’s experiment, it was argued that the point had been

proven, and there was no need to potentially tarnish the reputa-

tion of a 7-year old by having him published in a non-reputable

journal.

UNEXPECTED AFTERMATH

A few weeks later, the editor sent a new e-mail, insisting once

more that the $60 fees were to be paid. However, this time, the

galley proofs of the article were also attached. As can be seen in

Fig. 1(D), the text of the manuscript had been completely – and

unexpectedly – changed, and only the title, the author, and the

figures were kept as originally submitted. Because the text was

no longer that of the author, the editor was immediately

informed of the intentions of retracting the submitted manu-

script, which then prompted the following reply (original spelling

preserved):

The Changes included in your manuscript was only a sug-

gestion put forth by the editorial review committee. The

gallery proof sent only for consideration and not the final

manuscript. After the discussion with review committee

members the original article can still be considered for pub-

lication under short communication. As the author has been

in communication for the past 2 months we can still publish

the original version of your article if and only the author

wants to proceed further. Thank for your association.

An online search was also able to reveal that the new version

of the manuscript had been plagiarized verbatim from two pub-

lished papers: Agosta (2002) and Schnitzler and Kalko (2001). Fol-

lowing these findings, the experiment was terminated, and no

further communications occurred with the editor. As a side note,

the journal has since been discontinued, and the website has

been shut down (as of August 15, the website is still accessible

through the Wayback Machine at http://web.archive.org/web/

20150611035413/http://www.ijcrbs.com/).

DISCUSSION

The true motivations of the editor are unknown, but one can specu-

late. Considering the chain of events, it is unlikely that the changes

made by the editor were the result of ill-judged benevolence.

Replacing the entire content of an article, especially after it has

been accepted for publication, cannot be interpreted as a misguided

attempt at improving the quality of the article. If, for instance, a sin-

gle paragraph had been replaced with plagiarized content, it might

have been possible to blame a lack of understanding of in-text
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FIGURE 1 Evolution of the manuscript, from submission to the galley proofs. (A) Second page of the original booklet. (B) First page of

the submitted LATEX manuscript. (C) First page of the accepted Microsoft Word manuscript. (D) First page of the publication galley proofs
of the article returned by the editors.
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citation standards. Here, it is clearly not the case. A more plausible

explanation is that the editor recognized the poor quality of the

manuscript. Motivated by the desire to publish an article for his

newly founded journal, or perhaps to simply collect the publication

fee, he chose to replace the content to make the article look seri-

ous. Aside from the problem associated with copyright infrigments

and plagiarism, wholesale changes in a manuscript after it had been

accepted creates a whole new set of issues with publishing ethics

and proper scholarship.

It is also not possible to know for sure if the editor had made

a habit of this practice. A few other papers published by the jour-

nal were also examined. All of those analysed were either plagiar-

ized or had already been published by the same authors in other

journals. For instance, the entire content of the article by Desoky

(2015a) was taken verbatim from a book published in 2006 by

the World Health Organization (Curtis, 2006) and was published

identically as Desoky (2015b) and Desoky (2015c). In this case, it

is more likely that the author himself committed the plagiarism

offense. In any cases, these findings do confirm that the journal

has questionable publishing practices, and its inclusion on Beall’s

list is justified.

As for the potential repercussions of having gone through

with the publication, they are equally hard to evaluate. As seen in

the last communication from the editor, an offer was made to

revert the manuscript to its original form. Published in its submit-

ted form, the repercussions would have been minimal, if any.

However, if the article had been published in its ‘galley proof’

form, the author would have had a published paper with the con-

tent wholy plagiarized. Retractions of such articles have been

known to be very difficult (Beall, 2016a).

What makes the present case study rather unique is the fact

that the academic offence had not been perpetrated by the

author but by the editor, without directly informing the author.

Although this type of editing practice is probably not widespread,

it did happen and therefore presented an additional reason not to

publish in pOA journals.

CONCLUSION

Publishing in pOA journals has many obvious and well-

documented negative consequences, such as tarnishing the repu-

tation of researchers or institutions; disseminating low-quality,

often bogus and plagiarized, research; and decreasing the confi-

dence of the public in the peer review process. In the case pre-

sented here, the damage could have been even greater as it

would have resulted in a severe academic misconduct.

The open access movement is gaining popularity in scientific

circles, and there are currently many excellent open access jour-

nals. None of these show signs of the publishing and academic

malpractice discussed here. However, journals identified as truly

predatory need to be treated differently. The case study pre-

sented here adds one more reason to expose them and discour-

age researchers to publish in them.
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