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SUMMARY

We question whether blacklists are the best
answer to the serious problem of predatory jour-
nals. In conjunction with the worrying recent rise
in the number of predatory journals, a remarkable
number of blacklists have been compiled for spe-
cific scientific fields. However, predatory journals
are continuously changing names and publishers;
they are set up to make easy money and buried
shortly after. Predatory journals have such a rap-
idly evolving nature that it is hard to keep track of
them and keep blacklists up to date. We therefore
propose a focus on ‘whitelists’ and directories of
virtuous journals rather than on blacklists of
pseudo-journals. We suggest that a set of criteria
be determined that journals have to meet to be
qualify as legitimate. In addition, the scientific com-
munity should come up with strategies to close the
established biomedical databases to predatory
journals, thus preventing them from achieving glo-
bal exposure.
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Kisely’s article (2018) is a comprehensive recogni-
tion of the predatory publishing phenomenon,
reviewing the main characteristics of predatory jour-
nals and the tactics they use to target authors and
make them prey. It is understood that predatory
journals are a real threat to the credibility of
science, so we welcome any attempt that scientists
put in place to stand against them openly and effi-
ciently. However, we question whether the ‘black-
lists of predatory journals’ approach that Kisely
endorses is the solution. If we look at the worrying
data on the rise in the number of predatory journals
since 2012 (Shen 2015; Shamseer 2017; Kisely
2018), we understand how hard it must have been

for Professor Jeffrey Beall to keep his list of poten-
tial, possible, or probable predatory scholarly
open-access publishers and journals up to date
(https://beallslist.weebly.com). After reading his
personal takes on predatory journals (Beall 2012,
2016), we felt so sympathetic with the work of this
now-retired academic and librarian against the
surge of predatory journals that we even dedicated
passionate rhymes to his unrivalled commitment
(Manca 2018a). We also engaged in tracking all
the potential pseudo-journals active in our fields of
research, resulting in the compilation of two black-
lists (Manca 2017a, b). To our surprise, the
methods described in those articles have been
reprised by many authors, who drew up blacklists
for various scientific fields (Cortegiani 2018; Rupp
2018; Shalom 2018).

Replace blacklists with whitelists?
Blacklists stemming from Beall’s list serve the
intended purpose of quantifying how many
medical fields (and to what extent) have been
affected by the phenomenon of predatory publish-
ing. By doing so, discipline-specific blacklists have
the potential to increase awareness among their
respective scientific communities. However, in our
experience, blacklists easily become outdated, even
during the peer-review process of a submission. So,
shortly after specific blacklists had begun to accu-
mulate, we started wondering whether they were
the most appropriate answer to the problem of
predatory journals. What we have realised is that
there are too many predatory journals to keep
track of, so that maintaining up-to-date blacklists
is a tough mission. Furthermore, predatory journals
are continuously changing names and publishers.
Fleets of them are set up to make fast money and
then buried, only to be revived soon after in
another guise. This is such a rapidly evolving (or
devolving?) setting that it is hard to keep pace,
even for predatory journals experts.
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So, how about focusing on how reputable, trans-
parent and credible a journal should be rather
than how disreputable it is? How about establishing
a set of criteria on the basis of which a journal
becomes eligible to qualify as legitimate? How
about concentrating on ‘whitelists’ and directories
of virtuous journals that meet those criteria? How
about focusing on good rather than evil?

But what about the grey zone?
We have to admit, however, that the predatory jour-
nals problem can no longer be reduced to a simplis-
tic black/white dichotomy. An increasing number of
journals now operate in a ‘grey zone’, using a broad
range of questionable tactics that are neither illegal
nor easy to detect. This calls for a change of thinking
about the concept of ‘predatory publishing’, which is
very different today from a decade ago. This change
should perhaps start with the terminology itself, as
the term ‘predatory journal’ now belongs to a
simpler past, as does Beall’s blacklist. We now
need another way of describing and tackling this
evolving phenomenon.

Protecting our databases
As a final remark, how about doing our very best
to make the established biomedical databases
predator-free? As Kisely (2018) noted, this is a
crucial issue that we raised in two recently published
articles (Manca 2017c, 2018b) after discovering that
a worrying number of predatory journals leak into
PubMed via its free full-text repository, PubMed
Central (PMC). If we can make all the relevant data-
bases hermetically sealed to predatory journals, then

these pseudo-journals will never achieve global
exposure and will likely remain confined to the
spam or trash folders of our email accounts –

which is exactly where they belong.
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