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Outline

● What are research paper mills?

● How do they operate?

● What can you do to avoid them?



Symptoms
● Manipulated data and images

● Frequent requests to change the authors on 
a paper after acceptance (probably due to 
paid authorship)

● The journal charges APCs and has many 
submissions

●

Effects
● Paused submissions

● A large number of already published papers 
under investigation

● Delisting from the Web of Science

https://retractionwatch.com/2025/05/08/web-of-science-clarivate-delist-bioengineered-paper-mill-cleanup/
https://www.science.org/content/article/journal-plagued-problematic-papers-likely-paper-mills-pauses-submissions


Symptoms
● Discrepancies in scope
● Discrepancies in the description of the research reported
● Discrepancies between the availability of data and the 

research described
● Inappropriate citations
● Incoherent, meaningless, and/or irrelevant content included 

in the article
● Compromised or manipulated peer-review
● Flawed papers were published in special issues

Effects
● Massive retractions
● Delisting from citation databases
● Journal closures
● Brand closure



Definition
Research paper mills / Academic paper mills

A business that fabricates poor quality or completely fraudulent papers that may seem plausible, sells 
authorship on such papers and makes sure that they are published in legitimate journals (and less 
frequently, conference proceedings and edited volumes).

● Fraud can take different forms: selling authorship, manipulated editor handling, peer review 
manipulation, selling citations, plagiarism, image manipulation, nonsensical text, unrelated 
citations, etc.)

● Ghost-written or machine generated papers, often using templates
● Massive scale
● Present for about 20 years; a major issue since 2017
● Targeting primarily journals indexed in major citation databases



Some research areas are more vulnerable to paper mills than others

“Targeted gene research may represent an attractive topic for paper mills because the associated experimental results are easy 
to fabricate. In contrast to the fabrication of genome-wide research that has been estimated to require similar effort as the 
acquisition of genuine data, targeted gene research is easier to fabricate than to produce through genuine effort. ”

“Paper mills are also likely to value topics that allow the creation of many individual manuscripts at scale. Targeted human 
gene research provides several scaling factors that could enable the production of many individual manuscripts.”

“For example, large numbers of problematic or fabricated manuscripts require many different authors for distribution, as highly 
similar manuscripts and publications by the same authors is a recognized feature of questionable research. Gene research 
manuscripts may therefore be attractive to paper mills as they can be plausibly authored by researchers ranging from 
basic scientists to clinicians, who can be affiliated with different institution types in many countries.”

“Given the absence of effective detection methods and responses, at least some paper mills may have been operating with few 
impediments for at least the past decade. The opportunity to learn over time could allow paper mills to progressively refine 
their business models and render their manuscripts increasingly plausible and resistant to detection.”

Byrne, Jennifer A, Yasunori Park, Reese A K Richardson, Pranujan Pathmendra, Mengyi Sun, and Thomas Stoeger. 2022. “Protection of the Human Gene Research Literature from 
Contract Cheating Organizations Known as Research Paper Mills.” Nucleic Acids Research 50 (21): 12058–70. https://doi.org/10.1093/nar/gkac1139.

https://doi.org/10.1093/nar/gkac1139


Typical workflow
● “A paper written by the paper mill staff is submitted to a number of different journals to see which one accepts it
● Once a paper is accepted in principle or starts the revision process, the other papers are abandoned 
● The provisionally accepted paper is then listed on the paper mill site with an offer to buy one of up to six 

authorship places
● Prices vary with the impact factor of the journal and the position in the list of authors with a lead author being 

the highest price
● Authors are generally assigned an email address and all the correspondence is handled by the paper mill
● In some cases the paper mill will recommend reviewers who will then provide a positive review
● Once a journal publishes a paper, the successful paper mill will follow up with sometimes hundreds more 

submissions on similar topics
● If a published paper is challenged, the “author” may sometimes back down and ask for the paper to be 

retracted because of data problems or they may try to provide additional supporting information including a 
supporting letter from their institution which is also a fake.”

Source: COPE & STM. Paper Mills — Research report from COPE & STM — English. 
https://doi.org/10.24318/jtbG8IHL ©2022 Committee on Publication Ethics (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0) 

https://doi.org/10.24318/jtbG8IHL


“Unfortunately, I was told that there is no paper or a 
journal currently available where my name could be added 
as an author. “Your paper publication we can do early. 
Author position in a paper will take time — 
September-November,” the person messaged me back. 
We had an author position in medical [journal] last month,” 
the person responded. “In future, if you need an author 
position, please let me know.”

Next, I enquired about the charges for authorship in a 
paper. The reply was swift — Rs.16,000, Rs.15,000, 
Rs.14,000, Rs.13,000, Rs.12,000 and, Rs.11,000. These 
charges are for first author position, second author 
position and so on. So the charges for publishing a paper 
are Rs.23,000 per author, while the charges to get one’s 
name added to a paper without doing any work works out 
far cheaper!”

https://sciencechronicle.in/2025/08/07/how-the-chennai-based-arda-guarantees-quick-pu
blication-without-peer-reviewing-sells-authorship/ 

https://sciencechronicle.in/2025/08/07/how-the-chennai-based-arda-guarantees-quick-publication-without-peer-reviewing-sells-authorship/
https://sciencechronicle.in/2025/08/07/how-the-chennai-based-arda-guarantees-quick-publication-without-peer-reviewing-sells-authorship/


Motivation

Researchers
● Publish or perish
● Career development 

criteria based on 
productivity

● PhD requirements
● Institutional pressure
● Academic rankings

Paper mills
● Financial gain

● Intentional 
undermining of trust 
in science (?)

Publishers
● Financial gain from 

APCs
● Pressure to 

increase output
● Citation benefits
● Quick growth



An example: data fabrication and citation manipulation

How it started for the journal: 
In 2023, it was delisted from the Web of 
Science due to citation stacking (manipulative 
citation exchange with another journal).

How it started for the community:

Discussions on PubPeer and Twitter since 2021, 
pointing to authorship issues, the same text 
appearing across articles in different journals, 
data fabrication, excessive citation of specific 
papers, irrelevant references not cited in the text 
in more than 30 articles from this journal. 

https://pubpeer.com/publications/67510E5687F619A7107908B627DAD8?utm_
source=Firefox&utm_medium=BrowserExtension&utm_campaign=Firefox 

https://pubpeer.com/publications/67510E5687F619A7107908B627DAD8?utm_source=Firefox&utm_medium=BrowserExtension&utm_campaign=Firefox
https://pubpeer.com/publications/67510E5687F619A7107908B627DAD8?utm_source=Firefox&utm_medium=BrowserExtension&utm_campaign=Firefox




https://scienceintegritydigest.com/2022/09/15/the-iranian-plants-paper-mill/ 

https://scienceintegritydigest.com/2022/09/15/the-iranian-plants-paper-mill/


How it ended

More than 30 retractions in 2023

https://doi.org/10.2298/GENSR2302791E 

From the retraction notice: “All papers which 
belong to this group have passed a regular 
review process. As part of the reviewing process, 
according to Journal policy, it is expected from 
reviewers to check all relevant data including 
citations probity. All papers were published after 
two positive reviewers’ opinions.” 

A clumsy correction in 2022

https://doi.org/10.2298/GENSR2302791E


Machine generated papers

● Nonsensical text generated in SCIgen 
(software designed in by MIT PhD students 
in 2005) or other software, full of technical 
jargon, random data, and non-existing 
references.

● Tortured phrases (when paraphrasing tools 
are used to conceal plagiarism

Cabanac, Guillaume, and Cyril Labbé. 2021. ‘Prevalence of Nonsensical Algorithmically 
Generated Papers in the Scientific Literature’. Journal of the Association for Information 
Science and Technology 72 (12): 1461–76. https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.24495.

Cabanac, Guillaume, Cyril Labbé, and Alexander Magazinov. 2021. ‘Tortured Phrases: A 
Dubious Writing Style Emerging in Science. Evidence of Critical Issues Affecting 
Established Journals’. arXiv:2107.06751. Preprint, arXiv, July 12. 
https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2107.06751.

https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.24495
https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2107.06751
https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2107.06751


Problematic Paper Screener

● Harvests article metadata from various 
sources.

● Screens articles for the use of text generators
● Publishes databases of fraudulent papers 

affected by tortured phrases, generated by 
SCIgen and Mathgen, annulled, citejacked and 
more.https://www.irit.fr/~Guillaume.Cabanac/problematic-paper-screener 

Cabanac, G., Labbé, C., & Magazinov, A. (2022). The ‘Problematic Paper Screener’ automatically selects suspect publications for post-publication (re)assessment.
Presented at WCRI 2022: 7th World Conference on Research Integrity. arXiv preprint. https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2210.04895

https://www.irit.fr/~Guillaume.Cabanac/problematic-paper-screener
https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2210.04895


Challenges
● Late detection - in post-publication discussions.
● The exact scale of the problem is not known.
● The range of fraud types is wide and not fully investigated.
● Some fraudulent papers may look plausible.
● Investigation is mainly led by individuals or small 

groups of experts (rather than by institutions).
● Paper mills are investigated unevenly across 

disciplines and geographic regions.
● Paper mills quickly adapt to new situations.
● The role of artificial intelligence (current and 

potential).

Journal hopping
After a journal is delisted from a 
citation databases, articles originating 
from paper mills start to appear in a 
different journal of the same publisher.

Reese A. K. Richardson, Journal Hopping by Research Paper 
Mills after a Preferred Journal Is De-Indexed. Center for Open 
Science, 2023. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OsacupPEj_Q.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OsacupPEj_Q


Generative AI: emerging challenge or solution?
● Generative AI could make it easier for 

paper mills to produce fraudulent papers 
(e.g. by fabricating more plausible data 
and text).

● Generative AI could make paper mills 
redundant.

● New tools could make it easier to detect 
paper mills activity.

https://www.sagepub.com/explore-our-content/blogs/posts/asia-pacific-insights/2024/11/22/the-real-threat-of-ai-powered-research-paper-mills-to-academic-publishers
https://students.uu.nl/en/gsls/ai-and-paper-mills-a-big-ethics-battle
https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-025-00648-5
https://thepublicationplan.com/2024/08/01/the-paper-mill-problem-are-ai-tools-the-answer/


Risks

For journals/publishers
● Being targeted by paper mills
● Insufficient skills to identify 

fraudulent papers
● Insufficient resources to 

investigate
● Limited reviewer base
● Reputation decline
● Delisting from indexes

For researchers
● Using fraudulent publications in their 

research
● Citing fraudulent publications 
● Peer or institutional pressure to take 

part in fraudulent practices
● Negative effects on career and 

reputation



What researchers can do
● Choose journals carefully (Choosing a journal for your research: Checklist for researchers 

and librarians | EIFL) 

● Search Retraction Watch Database to see whether there are registered retractions from the 
journal and check the reasons for retractions.

● Check cases described on Retraction Watch (https://retractionwatch.com/?s=paper+mill) and 
elsewhere.

● Search for the journal’s/publisher’s DOI prefix in PubPeer to see whether there are any 
ongoing discussions.

● Install PubPeer browser extension and Zotero addon.

● Follow discussions on social media.

● Stay informed (e.g. set up alerts, sign up for newsletters, etc.)

https://www.eifl.net/choosing-journal-your-research-checklist-researchers-and-librarians
https://www.eifl.net/choosing-journal-your-research-checklist-researchers-and-librarians
https://retractionwatch.com/?s=paper+mill


Retraction Watch Database

https://retractiondatabase.org/ 

https://retractiondatabase.org/


Zotero marks retracted papers



Searching PubPeer

https://pubpeer.com/ 

Search for an article or a 
journal/publisher DOI prefix

https://pubpeer.com/


PubPeer browser extensions

https://github.com/PubPeerFoundation 

https://github.com/PubPeerFoundation


PubPeer plugin for Zotero

https://github.com/PubPeerFoundation/pubpeer_zotero_plugin 

https://github.com/PubPeerFoundation/pubpeer_zotero_plugin


● Establish quality criteria and apply them consistently.

● Include measures against misconduct in editorial policies.

● Increase transparency (requiring author contribution statements and ORCIDs for all authors (limited effects), 
promoting open peer review, requiring data statements and access to underlying data, requiring preregistration).

● Check references for relevance and authenticity

● Establish a reliable pool of reviewers.

● Avoid publishing externally managed special issues.  

● Reject low-quality submissions.

● Try to detect red flags.

● Use software to detect plagiarism, data inconsistencies, image issues and signs of papermilling – e.g. Papermill 
Alarm, a commercial tool for publishers, early-warning system which alerts you to papers with signs of 
papermilling).

● Encourage post-publication discussions.

● Stay informed.

What editors can do

https://credit.niso.org/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11192-021-03996-x
https://clear-skies.co.uk/publisher-services/
https://clear-skies.co.uk/publisher-services/


Selected resources
● Tackling Industrial Scale Research Fraud Parallels with Virus Control with Dorothy Bishop. ASAPbio, 2025.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=e_Q4e2kkYSU.
● The Rising Threat of Paper Mills (Anna Abalkina). European Network for Academic Integrity, 2023. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=osMaceoDh70.
● Jennifer Byrne: On Paper Mills and Research Fraud. EVClub: Extracellular Vesicle Club, 2023. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5SADTFSGVuI.
● Paper Mills and Research Misconduct: Facing the Challenges of Scientific Publishing. House Science, Space, and Technology Committee, 

2022. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MzgDYXUXMaY.
● COPE & STM. Paper Mills — Research report from COPE & STM — English. https://doi.org/10.24318/jtbG8IHL
● Abalkina, Anna. 2023a. ‘Publication and Collaboration Anomalies in Academic Papers Originating from a Paper Mill: Evidence from a 

Russia-Based Paper Mill’. Learned Publishing 36 (4): 689–702. https://doi.org/10.1002/leap.1574.
● Abalkina, Anna, René Aquarius, Elisabeth Bik, et al. 2025. ‘“Stamp out Paper Mills” — Science Sleuths on How to Fight Fake Research’. 

Nature 637 (8048): 1047–50. https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-025-00212-1.
● Bishop, Dorothy. 2023. ‘Red Flags for Paper Mills Need to Go beyond the Level of Individual Articles: A Case Study of Hindawi Special 

Issues’. Preprint, OSF, February 6. https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/6mbgv.
● Byrne, Jennifer A., Anna Abalkina, Olufolake Akinduro-Aje, et al. 2024. ‘A Call for Research to Address the Threat of Paper Mills’. PLOS 

Biology 22 (11): e3002931. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.3002931.
● Cabanac, Guillaume, Cyril Labbé, and Alexander Magazinov. 2021. ‘Tortured Phrases: A Dubious Writing Style Emerging in Science. 

Evidence of Critical Issues Affecting Established Journals’. arXiv:2107.06751. Preprint, arXiv, July 12. 
https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2107.06751.

● Richardson, Reese A. K., Spencer S. Hong, Jennifer A. Byrne, Thomas Stoeger, and Luís A. Nunes Amaral. 2025. “The Entities Enabling 
Scientific Fraud at Scale Are Large, Resilient, and Growing Rapidly.” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 122 (32): 
e2420092122. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2420092122.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=e_Q4e2kkYSU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=e_Q4e2kkYSU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=osMaceoDh70
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=osMaceoDh70
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5SADTFSGVuI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5SADTFSGVuI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MzgDYXUXMaY
https://doi.org/10.24318/jtbG8IHL
https://doi.org/10.1002/leap.1574
https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-025-00212-1
https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/6mbgv
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.3002931
https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2107.06751
https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2107.06751
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2420092122


Thank you! 
Questions? 

milica.sevkusic@eifl.net

mailto:milica.sevkusic@eifl.net

