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Abstract

The paper draws on evidence of predatory publishing 
obtained from the 4 year-long Harbingers research 
study of the changing scholarly communication 

attitudes and behaviour of early career researchers (ECRs). 
The project featured longitudinal interviews for its first 3 
years with 116 ECRs researching science and social sciences 
who came from China, France, Malaysia, Poland, Spain, UK 
and USA. The interview data provided the building blocks 
for a questionnaire survey in the 4th year, which obtained 
1600 responses from a global audience, which included 
arts and humanities ECRs and those from Russia. These 

studies investigated predatory publishing as part of general 
questioning about scholarly communications, in other words, 
in context. The main finding from the interview study were:  
1) ECRs generally do not publish in predatory journals; 2) they 
only allude to them lightly and mainly in the context of open 
access publishing; 3) they no longer acquaint all open access 
publishing with predatory journals. The questionnaire found 
that, as in the case of the interviews, complaints that open 
access is low quality publishing are diminishing, however, this 
positivity has been partly offset by increased concerns about 
the dangers of predatory journals.
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1  https://www2-cabells-com.ezproxy.haifa.ac.il/about-predatory
2  The term ‘millennials’, also known as “Generation Y”, refers to the cohort of people born or experiencing their formative years just before the turn of the 

millennium. At its broadest sense millennials are people born between the early 1980s and late 1990s (FEPS – Foundation for European Progressive Studies 
and ThinkYoung, 2018).

3  Researchers who are generally not older than 35, who either have received their doctorate and are currently in a research position or have been in research 
positions but are currently doing a doctorate. In neither case are they researchers in established or tenured positions.

Introduction and aims
The Harbingers four-year long study (2016-2019), 
initially funded by the Publishing Research Consor-
tium, dealt in considerable detail with ECRs’ scholarly 
communication attitudes and behaviours (more than 
24 scholarly activities were investigated) and whether 
these were changing. The first three years involved re-
peat interviews with nearly 120 ECRs from 7 countries 
and the 4th year featured a questionnaire study which 
sought to confirm the results of the qualitative data 
obtained and to follow up some of the original find-
ings. Much of the findings have been widely published 
(see reference list) and summaries of the interview 
and questionnaire stages can, respectively, be found in 
[Nicholas et al., 2019, 2020]. 
What we have not done to date though, is to publish 
what we discovered about predatory publishing and 
ECRs and given the considerable rise in predatory 
journals over the period of the Harbingers study and 
the amount of research produced about them - literally 
hundreds of papers published, we wish to contribute 
our findings to the body of knowledge. Especially so, 
because of the special methodological approach taken, 
thus: 1) it is the result of studying ECRs in depth, and 
often personally, for 4 years; 2) we largely avoided di-
rect probing about what is a very sensitive and delicate 
subject, preferring in the interviews to approach the 
topic broadly or indirectly via discussions about relat-
ed scholarly activities, such as open access and ethics, 
and largely through open ended questions in the case 
of the survey.

Literature review
Predatory, questionable, illegitimate, dark or deceptive 
publishing are the terms used to refer to fake and scam 
journals’ accepting manuscripts for fees without suf-
ficient quality control, while pretending the very op-
posite [Frandsen, 2017]. ‘Ppredatory publishing’ has 
become the term most often associated with the phe-
nomenon [Cobey et al., 2018], although as Eriksson & 
Helgesson argue, it “unhelpfully bundles misconduct 
with poor quality” [Eriksson, Helgesson, 2018]. Accord-
ing to Cabells journal blacklist1, which screens journals 
against more than sixty behavioural indicators, the 
number of predatory journals is currently over 13,000, 
a considerable increase from the 8000 or so found in 
2014 [Shen, Björk, 2015]. Plainly then, predatory pub-

lishing, representing as it does the penetration of the 
‘fake news’ mentality to the scholarly world, the debas-
ing of scholarly research, a threat to the open science 
agenda and the polluting of the scientific record, poses 
a real challenge to the integrity of science, its credibil-
ity and trustworthiness [Ojala et al., 2020; Shaghaei et 
al., 2018]. Unsurprisingly, therefore, publishing in a 
predatory journal is said to render a piece of scholarly 
work unusable, unfit for getting cited, indeed, illegiti-
mate, and stigmatised to an extent that puts at risk the 
reputation of its author [Roberts, 2016], whilst also be-
smirching along the way the very jewel in the scholarly 
communications crown that journals undoubtedly are.
With predatory publishing, thus, clearly running coun-
ter to the values widely held to be the very foundations 
of the scholarly enterprise, there are compelling deter-
rents against researchers’ straying from the straight and 
narrow in their publishing practices. However, in an 
environment that sees research productivity as a ma-
jor yardstick by which reputation-affording scholarly 
success is measured [Blankstein, Wolff-Eisenberg, 2019; 
Harley et al., 2016; Herman, Nicholas, 2019; Nicholas 
et al., 2015a, 2015b; Nicholas et al., 2017; van Dalen, 
Henkens, 2012; Grimes et al., 2018; Memon, 2019], the 
aforementioned growth in the number of predatory 
journals, indeed, as we are about to see, the evidence 
on the ground, seem to indicate that predatory pub-
lishing may be condemned in theory, but accommo-
dated in practice. 
Under these circumstances, predatory publishing may 
be even more of a challenge to young researchers (the 
millennials2): just making their way, they have to pub-
lish to progress, so that the enticements of getting pub-
lished easily in predatory journals may speak to them 
even more strongly, especially as, being as yet unversed 
in the ways of academe, they may be ignorant of the 
real nature and possible repercussions of the practice. 
This is of crucial importance, for, as Harbingers re-
search has shown, ECRs’3 stance towards developing 
trends in the scholarly undertaking promises to lead 
the way in shaping its future character, indeed, may 
very well be instrumental in bringing about an over-
haul of the scholarly communications system [Nicho-
las et al., 2019, 2020]. After all they are millennials and 
attempting to re-arrange the world to their values and 
behaviours.
Indeed, young and inexperienced researchers from 
developing countries typically have been found to 
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have published in predatory journals [Frandsen, 2017; 
Nobes, Harris, 2019; Shen, Björk, 2015; Truth, 2012; 
Xia et al., 2015], with the situation in Africa shown to 
be particularly challenging [Nwagwu, 2015]. Accord-
ing to [Kurt, 2018] “predatory publishers have become 
another way in which people in the developing world 
are victimized”. 
However, it is not that simple, for there is also ample 
evidence to suggest that developing countries and the 
young and inexperienced are not alone in publishing in 
predatory journals. In fact, many researchers, regard-
less of their career experience, geographic location and 
disciplinary affiliation, seems to be involved [Perlin et 
al., 2018]. Thus, predatory publishing is not only an 
issue in developing countries [Eykens et al., 2019; Mo-
her et al., 2017], specifically with regard to tourism and 
hospitality [Alrawadieh, 2018]. Indeed, according to 
the findings of the latter, the socio-economic and geo-
graphical dispersion of the problem may be quite wide: 
in a sample of 1907 papers in more than 200 journals, 
thought likely to be predatory, more than half had au-
thors from high- and upper-middle-income countries 
as defined by the World Bank. By the same token, the 
results of an investigation into the extent of predatory 
publishing in Germany showed that 5000 researchers 
from German universities, institutes and federal agen-
cies, inclusive of prominent university professors, even 
a Nobel laureate, have frequently published articles in 
worthless online scientific journals belonging to pseu-
do-scientific publishers, often paying exorbitant fees 
for the privilege [NDR, 2018; Offord, 2018]. In Italy, 
too, about 5% of 46,000 researchers seeking promotion 
have been found to publish in potential or probable 
predatory journals on Beall’s list4 [Bagues et al., 2017]. 
This is perhaps not as surprising as it seems at first 
glance, experienced researchers from the developed 
world, as represented by the faculty of the University 
of South Denmark [Shaghaei et al., 2018], publish in 
predatory journals, too, and mainly for the same rea-
sons as do researchers from developing countries: lack 
of awareness, speed and ease of the publication process, 
and a chance to get elsewhere rejected work published.
The findings by other researchers [Alrawadieh, 2018; 
Eykens et al., 2019] also confirm that senior authors 
are visibly present in the predatory publishing scene, 
which, as the latter put it, render the assumption that 
predatory publications are authored mainly by inexpe-
rienced authors ‘highly doubtful’. For example, expe-
rienced researchers in the Brazilian academic system 
were the ones more likely to publish in predatory jour-
nals [Perlin et al., 2018]. For a sample of papers in the 

field of economics it is shown that more experienced 
scholars do publish in predatory journals [Wallace, 
Perri, 2018]. In fact, even the knowledge and influence 
of predatory journals seems to vary with seniority/ex-
perience, as a survey among Austrian dermatologist 
showed: it was the scientifically active and older of the 
participants who were more likely to be familiar with 
predatory journals [Richtig et al., 2019]. 
Previous research has shown that predatory publish-
ing is prevalent and is undertaken by junior and senior 
researchers and those from all parts of the world. How-
ever, we need to treat these studies with care This is be-
cause the response rate in these studies is notoriously 
low (and unrepresentative), a phenomenon that holds 
true when people are invited to take part in a survey, 
and arguably even more so when they are asked to 
agree to be interviewed (see, for example, [Cobey et al., 
2019; Demir, 2018; Shaghaei et al., 2018; Shehata, El-
gllab, 2018]). The findings in these studies tend to be 
non-generalisable, too, pertaining as they typically are 
only to the idiosyncratic circumstances of researchers 
in a single research institute [Pyne, 2017; Shaghaei et 
al., 2018], and/or a limited geographical area [Bagues 
et al., 2017; Demir, 2018; Mouton, Valentine, 2017; 
Omobowale et al., 2014; Perlin et al., 2018; Shehata, El-
gllab, 2018], and/or a specific discipline or knowledge 
area [Cobey et al., 2019; Wallace, Perri, 2018]. 

Methods
The first leg of the study, conducted during the period 
2016-2018, consisted of a longitudinal, in depth (60-90 
minute long) semi-structured interview study, which 
sought to map the changes in scholarly communica-
tion attitudes and behaviour of 116 science and social 
science ECRs from China, France, Malaysia, Poland, 
Spain, UK and US in order to establish the extent to 
which early career researchers are the harbingers of 
change in the scholarly communications system. The 
make-up of the samples can be seen in Table 1.
Interviews were repeated each year for three years and 
contained more than 60 questions on two dozen schol-
arly activities and issues, such as social media, ethics, 
discovery, open access, publishing and author prac-
tices. Changes were calibrated5. There were no direct 
questions about predatory publishing, instead data 
was: 1) volunteered during questions on open access 
publishing, publishing practices and ethics; 2) prompt-
ed for it where an answer merited it; 3) collected by 
inspecting the CVs each ECR furnished each year and 
papers published were cross-checked with Bealls list 

Nicholas D. et al. (Foresight and STI Governance, 2021, forthcoming)

4  Now defunct, see https://beallslist.net/
5  The full list and coding sheet can be found at http://ciber-research.eu/download/20160916-Harbingers-research_instruments.pdf.
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of predatory journals and publishers (now defunct) to 
detect predatory publishing. 
The qualitative data obtained served to lay the grounds 
for the second, quantitative questionnaire leg of the 
study (2019). The overarching aim of the question-
naire was to validate the key interview data found 
(that predatory publishing is associated in the minds 
of ECRs with open access, update it and extend the 
study to a larger, global (including Russia which is also 
a case study) and more diverse population, including 
the arts and humanities6. The questionnaire reached a 
population of 1600 participants worldwide, including 
Russia, which was not covered by the interview stage. 
The make-up of the sample can be seen in Table 1.
The questionnaire featured a comprehensive range of 
questions on scholarly activities, although not as many 
as covered by the interviews because of time-con-
straints, but it did contain closed and open questions 
on open access publishing and predatory journals.
As already mentioned, neither in the first, qualitative 
stage of the study, nor in its second, quantitative stage, 
were there ‘full on’ questions about predatory journals 
for a variety of reasons, among which the method-
ological problems of probing sensitive issues figured 
high. As the studies that examined the incentives and 
reasons for predatory publishing in the past few years 
amply prove, the sensitive nature of the topic gives rise 
to characteristic methodological problems, which we 

wish to circumvent. Indeed, a common denominator 
of these studies seems to be their limited scope, stem-
ming from the difficulties of recruiting subjects, be 
they interviewees or survey respondents. This is un-
surprising, of course, for the researchers approached 
are queried as to their own predatory publishing ex-
perience, so that even when anonymity is promised to 
be guaranteed, people are understandably reluctant to 
admit that they were either naive enough or unethical 
enough to publish in a predatory journal. 
In respect to the repeat interviews, given the sensitivity 
of the topic we probed the topic indirectly and in con-
text as we could not be sure that we would receive in-
formed or truthful answers to questions directly about 
predatory publishing – after all, not many ECRs be-
cause of their precarious position would willingly and 
freely admit to a behaviour that, according to [Frand-
sen, 2019] falls into one of two categories: naïve or de-
liberately unethical and so, the topic came up as part 
and parcel of responses to questions on publishing pol-
icies, open access publishing, ethics and reputation and 
this approach meant the topic was mentioned in the 
context of reporting on a scholarly activity, rather than 
resulting from direct and, possibly, leading questions. 
The questionnaire informed by the interview data pro-
duced, more direct and voluminous quantitative infor-
mation which was obtained via questions about open 
access publishing which we had learnt from the inter-
views was were predatory journals cropped up. 

Findings
The longitudinal interview leg of the study
The interview schedule was extremely wide ranging. 
There were questions about scholarly communications 
where the topic could have been raised in a broader 
context especially in connection with open access pub-
lishing (e.g. What do you think are the advantages and 
disadvantages of OA publishing from the point of view 
of the author?; Do you think OA publishing advances 
science and research, or are you worried that it will 
dilute the quality of publications, or do you agree/dis-
agree with both propositions?). Ethics was also a topic 
where predatory journals could have been mentioned. 
(e.g. Do you have a clear understanding of what is gen-
erally regarded as ethical and unethical in research 
and/or publishing practices or are you uncertain about 
what is meant by these terms?; Are you aware of any 
unethical publishing/citing behaviour among your 
peers or among those higher in academic structure?) 

Таble 1. Composition of interview and 
questionnaire populations

Distribution Interviews 
(%)

Questionnaire 
(%)

Age
 30 and under
 Over 30

31
69

39
61

Gender
 Female
 Male

42
58

48
52

Subject
 Arts and Humanities
 Sciences (physical, biological, 
medical, mathematical, 
computing and agricultural)
 Social sciences

0

76
24

9

57
34

Geographical
 Africa
 Asia
 Australia/Oceania
 Europe
 Middle East
 North America
 South & Central America

0
22
0

54
0

24
0

4
17
5

30
6

33
5

Numbers 116 1600

Source: authors.

6  Methodological details of the second leg of the study can be found in [Nicholas et al., 2019], and the questionnaire at http://ciber-research.eu/download/
ECR-questionnaire-for-website-20191129.pdf).
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In the majority of cases predatory publishing and jour-
nals were only occasionally mentioned, and this might 
be explained largely by the fact that our ECRs did not 
publish in them (we inspected their CVs every year to 
double-check this and only one did). When predatory 
journals were mentioned, it was mostly in connection 
with questions about the pros and cons of open access 
publishing, which is not surprising because open ac-
cess clearly opened the door to predatory publishing. 
As the project progressed from 2016 to 2018 it became 
obvious that ECRs, and especially the scientists among 
them, were becoming more informed about what open 
access is and how it could benefit them. They wit-
nessed government attempts to encourage open access 
publishing, so it was no longer the bogey that it once 
was. Indeed, as a consequence, fears that open access 
journals were in fact predatory lessened, although nev-
er went completely away. 
This was true for every country, but most markedly so 
in the case of Chinese and Malaysian ECRs, who, by 
2018, had a very clear understanding of what open ac-
cess (OA) is. Thus, they exhibited a more neutral and 
objective attitude towards OA journals, whereas in 
2016, unknowledgeable, they regarded most OA jour-
nals to be of low quality and predatory. However, de-
spite their increasingly warm sentiments towards OA, 
in practice not all Chinese ECRs chose this model of 
publishing, partly because of lingering reputational/
predatory concerns, but also, ironically, because they 
were just more aware of predatory journals, thanks to 
such sources as Beall’s list and the fact that many were 
of a Chinese origin. Spanish ECRs also told us that they 
felt more comfortable about publishing in OA journals, 
as they now knew that they are not always predatory. 
Of the seven countries covered, Malaysian ECRs 
raised the topic of predatory journals the most fre-
quently. The topic came up came up in two areas of 
questioning. The first was open access publishing. Sci-
ence ECRs made it clear that they did not publish in 
OA journals or publishers that are listed in Bealls’ list, 
for instance, hijacked journals and journals that have 
misleading metrics since they only went for Web of 
Science (WoS) indexed journals. ‘As long as it is OA 
is fine, as long as the journal is ISI (Web of Science), 
reputable and the university will pay the article process-
ing fees but you need to make sure that it is not listed in 
Beall’s list. Not predatory’. ‘The ultimate goal of making 
the results of research freely available around the world 
is one that is worth fighting for. And has the tendency to 

increase downloads and citations. But OA is not perfect 
predatory journals remain a problem’. A knowledgeable 
Malaysian ECR also lamented the fact that there have 
been quite a number of predatory journals which are 
indexed in Scopus and WoS, but listed in Beall’s. The 
second topic area was ethical behaviour. In this respect, 
Malaysians also talked about the consequence of un-
ethical behaviour in publishing (detailed in [Abrizah 
et al., 2019], with a couple of ECRs mentioning pub-
lishers being predatory because they did not provide 
thorough peer review or honest marketing material. 
Suspicions in Malaysia were being raised by increased 
reporting of journals being hijacked, more retraction 
occurrences and new types of publication violation 
emerging – fake reviews and fake acceptance letters 
[Abrizah et al., 2019]. 
By way of contrast, US and UK ECRs provided few 
comments on predatory journals, indeed, they showed 
very little interest in ethical matters generally. No 
doubt believing their scholarly houses were in order. 
Still, when prompted for a definition of what consti-
tutes unethical behaviour, US ECRs mentioned a host 
of practices: copying others’ work and paying someone 
to do ghost writing; publishing things that are not true; 
not accurately portraying data; stealing people’s ideas 
or gazumping someone based on presentation; using 
data more than once in different papers; anything that 
could deceive others. However, interestingly, they did 
not directly mention publishing in predatory journals, 
probably, because they have little familiarity with the 
practice, so it may never occur to them. 
What also keeps ECRs on the scholarly straight and 
narrow (and away from predatory journals) is the 
prescriptive/recommended journal lists, which many 
governments and ministries produce to ensure that re-
wards – financial and reputational – are only given to 
those that publish in top Impact Factor (IF) journals. 
The Polish list, which minutely records nearly 30,000 
journals, is a case in point. Polish researchers obtain a 
minimum of 20 points if they publish in a prescribed 
journal, otherwise it is just 5 points. Indeed, no Polish 
ECRs published in predatory journals7. Malaysian and 
Spanish ECRs are similarly constrained in their pub-
lishing choices.
In consequence, then, on the basis of the interview 
data the strong conclusion that can be made is that 
(our) ECRs do not publish in predatory journals or 
care greatly about them. This can be ascribed to the 
fact that many were employed by top research univer-

7  Ministry of Science and Higher Education in Poland, Constitution for Science (2019) Komunikat Ministra Nauki i Szkolnictwa Wyższego z dnia 18 grud-
nia 2019 r. w sprawie wykazu czasopism naukowych i recenzowanych materiałów z konferencji międzynarodowych. http://www.bip.nauka.gov.pl/inne2/
komunikat-ministra-nauki-i-szkolnictwa-wyzszego-z-dnia-18-grudnia-2019-r-w-sprawie-wykazu-czasopism-naukowych-i-recenzowanych-materialow-
z-konferencji-miedzynarodowych.html

Nicholas D. et al. (Foresight and STI Governance, 2021, forthcoming)
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sities, had experienced mentors and published as part 
of groups of more senior researchers who kept them 
in line. Thus, French ECRs (who, incidentally, refer to 
predatory journals as ‘charlatan’ or ‘Indian’ journals – 
the latter because most of the “SPAM” they receive 
comes from Indian journals) spoke for all ECRs when 
they told us that they were always publishing their ar-
ticles with their Principal Investigator and other mem-
bers of the lab, and their main concern  was to pub-
lish  in the right journals (not necessarily  with high-
est IF) for reputation’s sake.  
So, no support here for the contention that millenni-
als are not attracted to predatory publishing. Presum-
ably, then, most of our ECRs did not meet criteria 
specified at [Frandsen, 2019] that that there are two 
different types of authors who take up the option: the 
uninformed and the unethical. ECRs in top universi-
ties and research teams, as the Harbingers ones were, 
are clearly surrounded by high-flying, knowledgeable 
and experienced colleagues, so they are neither likely 
to fall prey to unscrupulous publishers nor come up 
with such low‐quality research that their only option is 
publishing it in scam journals. 

The questionnaire leg of the study
In the questionnaire, as with the interviews, we asked a 
range of questions about scholarly communications in 
respect to reading, citing, publishing, authorship, in-
formation use and seeking behaviour, publishing, peer 
review, open access publishing and data and metrics. 
However, we did not ask a question directly or devote 
a whole question to predatory journals, for the afore-
mentioned reasons. Instead, informed by the interview 
stage of the connection in ECRs’ minds between pred-

atory journals and OA, we adopted a dual approach. 
First, to ask an open-ended question of those who 
said they did not publish in OA journals, in order to 
find out why they did not do so, to see, among other 
things, whether predatory journals was a factor in this. 
Second, to ask a closed question on what they thought 
were the disadvantages of publishing in OA journals, 
where predatory journals are included in one in a list 
of eight reasons why they might not publish OA. The 
full list of reasons is provided in Figure 1. 
The open-ended responses were coded manually by 
two different researchers respectively at the same time 
and then the coding sheets were exchanged and cross-
checked by researchers at the primary coding stage 
after the coding frame and guide being set. And the 
process was repeated in the secondary coding stage. 
During the whole process, representative responses 
were quoted and marked for further analysis. The re-
sults showed that just 10% of ECRs felt that they would 
not publish OA because of predatory or related quality 
concerns (Table 2). This seems in keeping with the in-
terview findings that OA journals and predatory jour-
nals were being de-coupled in their minds. This result 
needs to be taken in the context of earlier questions in 
the survey, which found that most ECRs thought there 
were more and better reasons for publishing OA than 
not doing so, so just 380 out of 1600 ECRs answered 
the question. 
As in the case of the interviews, Chinese ECRs featured 
strongly among those that did not trust OA journals 
and (despite three years later) still grouped them to-
gether with predatory journals. They thought they 
were low quality, lacking credibility and just gener-
ally doubtful. In the words of one ECR: OA journals 

Figure 1. Main reason(s) for not publishing OA (open-ended question) (N = 380)

Source: authors.

Others

It is not a sustainable model (e.g. APC)

It is still early days in the development of OA

OA journals are more easily plagiarized/copied

Their target journals are not OA

Limited knowledge about OA

Wider concern about quality and predatory publishing 

Reputational concern

No availability or opportunity to do so

Costs of OA publishing

1 3

1   5

2  6

 3   13

   5       20

   6        23

       10           38

         12              46

                    21                      81

                                    38                                            145

Note: Numbers in the bars are % and numbers at the end of bars are frequency.
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are unreliable and trustless; they are predatory journals 
which send me call for paper emails frequently. They 
usually don’t have citations when published. In a num-
ber of cases Chinese researchers did not even use the 
word predatory, although what they were talking about 
clearly had all the hallmarks of such journals. It was 
almost as they could not mention their name because 
they were so despised. However, in contrast, Xu et al. 
(2020) found in a questionnaire study of mostly young 
Chinese researchers that perceptions towards OA pub-
lishing were more positive, with most respondents no 
longer thinking that OA journals published poor qual-
ity content or were predatory journals. One possible 
explanation for the different take on this might be that 
around a quarter of their respondents were recruited 
via MDPI, an OA publisher platform, and therefore 
were likely to be more familiar with OA and to have 

more experience of publishing in OA journals. It could 
also be down to the fact that respondents were heavily 
skewed towards engineering and technology and more 
informed about what open access was and how it could 
benefit them. This brings us to the difficulties of doing 
studies in this area and how careful we should be about 
coming to hard conclusions.
The closed-question approach to predatory journals 
saw them embedded in a question about the disadvan-
tages of publishing in open access outlets (Figure 1) 
and we sought to test the hypothesis derived from the 
interview data that there were thought to be too many 
predatory journals going by the number of emails re-
ceived. Mean values for these questions are in green 
and were calculated based on numeric values of the 
scale item with not at all being 1 and to a great extent 
being 5.
As the open-ended question showed that whilst the cost 
of publishing and author processing charges (APCs) 
are the main concern (M=3.97) in respect to OA pub-
lishing, not so far behind is the belief that there are too 
many predatory OA journals (M=3.69), with nearly 
two-thirds of ECRs (62%) feeling this was somewhat 
or to a great extent the case. There was an open-ended 
option also to this question and 6 ECRs used the facil-
ity to leave comments. They provided further evidence 
of the concerns regarding predatory journals, saying, 
for instance, that it is hard for newcomers to work out 
which journals were predatory, given the amount of 
emails they get from OA journals. While although few 
in number, the fact that ECRs took time out to express 
their concern shows the importance they accorded to 
the predatory problem.
Examining the differences between case study coun-
tries, ECRs from the US believed most (M=4.1) that 

Таble 2. Disadvantages of open access publishing (N ≈ 1346)

Not at all Very little A little Somewhat To a great 
extent

don’t 
know total

N % N % N % N % N % N %
Perceived poor quality of OA journals 199 14 208 15 378 27 404 29 204 15 65 5 1393
Perceived lower prestige/status of OA 
journals 189 14 225 16 335 24 399 29 240 17 64 5 1388

Costs of OA publishing 79 6 99 7 218 16 325 24 615 46 121 9 1336
Risks from a career advancing and 
reputational point of view 286 21 275 20 317 24 299 22 167 12 105 8 1344

Possibility that OA journals are more easily 
plagiarized 316 23 261 19 300 22 310 23 163 12 102 8 1350

Too many predatory journals 97 8 116 9 276 22 378 30 400 32 189 15 1267

Source: authors.

Таble 3. ECRs who said that the disadvantage  
of OA journals is that too many are predatory

Country case studies Mean N Standard 
Deviation

China 3.7 217 1.0
France 3.4 139 1.4
Poland 3.5 123 1.4
Russia 3.6 86 1.0

Malaysia 3.9 91 1.0
USA 4.1 78 1.2
UK 3.6 70 1.3

Spain 3.9 66 1.2
Total 3.7 870 1.2

Note: p < 0.005, F = 3.7, df = 7

Source: authors.

Nicholas D. et al. (Foresight and STI Governance, 2021, forthcoming)
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the disadvantage of OA is that there are too many 
predatory journals among them whilst those from 
France least think so (M= 3.7). The main significant 
differences are between the USA and France and the 
USA and Poland. The US concern was not obvious 
from the interviews, but then the issue was not pressed 
so strongly. It, maybe, be down to a feeling of general 
insecurity and, of course, the largest blacklist of jour-
nals in the world (Cabells International, see above) is 
American and sells well there, so, there is evidently 
some concern in these parts.
To put all this into a broader scholarly context: when 
presented with a number of advantages of OA publish-
ing, which were thought to be especially beneficial to 
ECRs for the building of their reputations, it is increased 
visibility and bigger/wider audiences that proved to be 
the strongest OA draws. When it came to disadvantages, 
cost proved to be the biggest one and this was followed 
closely by the belief that OA journals were tarred with a 
predatory brush – quite a telling combination. Women 
tended to be generally more positive about the merits of 
OA than their male counterparts, although there were 
no statistical differences between genders in terms of 
their views on predatory journals.

Discussion and conclusions
From the longitudinal interview study and the ac-
companying CVs furnished by ECRs, we found that 
all bar one of our ECRs over the three years had not 
published in predatory journals. Yes, the pressure to 
publish was there for most, but not all, but they rarely 
published in journals they did not know or which were 
not known to mentors and in many cases published 
with their mentors (and when they did so it was not 
in predatory journals). This was not what we expected 
because, as we have heard, the literature catalogues nu-
merous instances of young researchers and their older 
colleagues publishing in predatory journals [Frandsen, 
2017]. This is thought to be largely the case because 
these ECRs came from good universities in devel-
oped countries and publish largely as part of groups, 
where they are mentored and advised. They expressed 
strong views on having to toe the traditional line to 
satisfy their principal investigators, co-authors and 
mentors. Whether they would have done so without 
this form of control is something we do not know and 
will investigate further; certainly, their precarious job 
state meant that it would benefit them to get articles 
out quickly and painlessly, but also, they had to play 
by the accepted scholarly rules. Thus, even if, as mil-
lennials, they believe passionately in openness, sharing 
and transparency, this does not extend to publishing in 
predatory journals. 

ECRs not only avoided publishing in predatory jour-
nals they also largely avoided talking about the sub-
ject altogether, only occasionally and lightly alluding 
to it in the interviews and, then, mainly in respect 
to one scholarly aspect – open access publishing and 
how it was blemished by predatory journals. How-
ever, this was a fear that diminished during the life 
of the project. 
The results of the survey, which sought to ‘test’ the main 
interview finding that predatory journals were associ-
ated with open access publishing on a bigger and wider 
population, tell us that it does not mean that the topic 
is widely disregarded, or of little interest. Indeed, ECRs 
raised concerns voluntarily in open-ended questions 
when questioned about OA publishing. From this, it 
is clear, that while complaints that OA constitutes low 
quality publishing might be diminishing, this has been 
partly offset by growing concerns about the increasing 
numbers of predatory journals and fake research. Con-
cerns were greatest in the USA and lowest in France, 
but this has to be set in context, which is that just 10% 
of ECRs felt that they would not publish OA because of 
predatory or related quality concerns.
So, what does all this tell us? Well, first of all, there is 
the ‘shock of the new’ that needs to be taken into ac-
count. Thus, while at the beginning of the study much 
open access publishing was suspect, perceived as pred-
atory, with time (four years) it has become far more 
acceptable. Not predatory publishing, though. 
The value of our findings lies with the fact that this is 
an extremely important area where evidence is thin 
on the ground and often contradictory, especially as 
to whether it is young or mature researchers who are 
the guilty ones. In this study we avoided a direct, po-
tentially intimidating approach to the topic wherever 
possible; we pulled rather than pushed and, as a conse-
quence, hopefully, have provided an original and fresh 
view on the topic. You cannot help but come to the 
conclusion that predatory publishing is little practiced 
and an irritant rather than a significant threat to the 
integrity, credibility and trustworthiness science, for 
early career researchers.
Finally, the study’s limitations are, firstly, that because 
of our indirect approach to the topic researchers were 
nor forced to admit or say anything. They could keep 
their own counsel in other words. This, however, is 
countered by the fact that we did not lead them to say 
anything or force them to lie and the interviews and 
questionnaire data are very much in line and so are the 
CVs, too. There is triangulation in other words. There 
is a second limitation and that is we only covered rela-
tively wealthy and developed countries. It might well 
be different in Africa, for instance.
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