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BACKGROUND

2

• Contemporary discussion on research misconduct and why 
researchers deviate their behavior from good scientific 
practices 

• Individual misconduct vs produced misconduct
• Gap in understanding the reasons that stand behind the 

purchase of papers in paper mills.
• A case study (Shakirova, 2023): 

• scholars used the intermediation of paper mills and 
then had their papers retracted by due to violation of 
peer review 

• they believed that it was an unfortunate 
misunderstanding from the side of the journal



PAPER MILLS
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Paper mills
• commercial business that sells 

papers or co-authorships and/or 
applies a series of dishonest 
practices to publish a paper

On demand papers
• Authorship fraud (money 

involved)
• Contamination of literature due 

to misconduct (plagiarism, 
fabrication, falsification, etc.



COMMERCIALIZATION OF MISCONDUCT
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• Paper mills commercialize scientific misconduct
• Before: misconduct by individual researchers
• Now: misconduct became also a business
• Broker-like or consultation companies 

• Mimic legitimate business
• Possess official legal registration
• Offer publication-related services
• But: sale co-authorship slots, violate peer 

review
• Guarantee publication and indexation in 

bibliographic databases



BUSINESS AWARD WINNERS
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PAPER MILLS ARE CROSSREF SPONSORS
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SOCIAL MEDIA 
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BUSINESS MODELS
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• Gap in the literature
• Paper mills have a variety of business models

• Sale papers
• Sale co-authorship slots 
• Sale topics, when slots are sold, ghost-writer 

writes a paper
• Paraphrase and revise substantially a paper 

written by an author
• Violate a peer review process

• Paper mills are international business and they  
collaborate



MASSIVE RETRACTIONS
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Retractions by year
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FANTASTIC PAPER MILLS AND 
WHERE TO FIND THEM
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DETECTION CHALLENGE
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• By a journal
• Peer-review fraud (Day 2022, Abalkina&Bishop, 2023)
• Common submission practices (same e-mail, etc.)
• Request of the authorship changes after acceptance of 

the manuscript (COPE Council 2021)
• By publishers and academic community

• Common structures and templates of a paper (Byrne & 
Christopher 2020, Cabanac et al. 2021, RSC 2021)

• Plagiarism (Retraction Watch 2016, RAS 2020)
• Fabrication and falsification of text/data/images (Bik et al. 

2016, Christopher 2018, van der Heyden 2021)
• Incorrect nucleotide sequence reagent (Labbé et al, 

2019)
• Citation manipulation (Christopher 2021)
• Offers detection (Abalkina 2023). 
• Weird emails (Abalkina&Bishop, 2023)
• Tortured phrases (Cabanac et al., 2021)



FIND AN ISSUE

https://papermills.tilda.ws/
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HOW MANY PAPERS ARE FROM PAPER 
MILLS?
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Source: Nature 623, 466-467 (2023). 
https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-023-03464-x



CONSERVATIVE ESTIMATE OF A PAPER-
MILL PROBLEM
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•According to Adam Day, 400,000 papers from paper mills (Van 
Noorden, 2023)

•Conservative estimate
•1.5-2.0% of papers published in 2022 probably originate from 
paper mills (Van Noorden, 2023)
•3.0% of papers in medicine and biology can be associated with 
paper mills (Van Noorden, 2023)
•But: we know only about massive production of paper-mill papers

•Many paper mills are not identified
•One-person paper mills

•Fragmented knowledge of paper mills
•There is a knowledge gap of paper mills in certain countries and 
disciplines



PAPERS FROM PAPER MILLS BY DISCIPLINE

17Source: Retraction Watch
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PEER REVIEW DUPLICATION (1)
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47 accounts probably 
are controlled by paper 
mills

357 peer reviewers 
have produced duplicate 
comments (0.5% of the 
accounts)



PEER REVIEW DUPLICATION (2)
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• Together with D.Bishop, 
professor in 
psychology, we 
scrutinized six papers 
in the J. of Community 
Psychology 

• This journal has open 
peer review and all 
peer reviews can be 
openly accessed



TANU.PRO PAPER MILL/BROKER 
COMPANY
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Nearly 1,500 papers identified nowadays

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1nkfI2bGmbBEiRV
0P-XDojz9l0p7-6Uqh6GmiJLpc5Ck/edit?usp=sharing



EXAMPLE OF WEIRD EMAILS
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RESULTS
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• All six papers had serious flaws

• Citations to predatory journals
• Citations to suspicious journals where fake identities 

of reviews were included in the editor board
• Peer review

• Superficial comments (change keywords, abstract, 
improve conclusions, correct typos)

• Submitted on the same day
• Peer-reviewers

• Fake identities
• Members of editor board of one venue



SUBMISSION DATES OF PEER REVIEWS
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EXAMPLE OF A PEER REVIEW
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WHO IS ERIC LEITMEIR?
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PAPER SIMILARITY IN BIOMEDICINE
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Source: González-Márquez, R., Schmidt, L., Schmidt, B. M., Berens, P., & Kobak, D. (2024). The 
landscape of biomedical research. Patterns, 100968. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.patter.2024.100968



MACHINE LEARNING TOOLS
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Source: Adam Day (2024). Papermills prefer Open Access. 
https://clearskiesadam.medium.com/papermills-prefer-open-access-15e39f1e75cb



STUDIES TO EXCLUDE PAPER MILL 
PAPERS FROM RESEARCH
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PUBPEER.COM
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FORENSIC SCIENTOMETRICS IS OUR 
FUTURE!
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“INTERNATIONAL PUBLISHER” LLC
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Offers co-authorship 
slots for sale listed 
openly since 
December 2018

The price range for 
coauthorship varies 
from 180 euros 
to 5,000 euros

2,000 offers 
in wide range of 
disciplines during 
several years
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LIST OF FRAUDULENT PAPERS
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RESULTS
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460
papers identified
– > 40%

more than  

800
scholars

152
authentic
and 3 hijacked 
journals

at least

39
countries

6,000
co-authorship 
slots 
sold

300
universities

>

>
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- FABRICATION



CHALLENGES 

40

• Paper mills bias scientometric results of collaborations
• A certain increase in collaborations is due to paper mills 
• Increase in international collaborations

• Paper mills have different ‘red flags’ and patterns 
• It could be a challenge to generalize and identify the whole 

sample of papers from paper mills
• Challenge of identification of paper mills 

• Thousands of papers are not detected
• Who should detect them?

• Challenges of retraction
• Journals’ reaction is a challenge for academic integrity

• The current system of paper-mill detection 
should be regularly monitored and improved

• Many instruments to fight paper mills refer to symptoms but not the 
cause



THANK YOU 
FOR YOUR 
ATTENTION

https://twitter.com/AbalkinaAnna
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