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Abstract
The predatory nature of a journal is in constant debate because it depends on multiple factors, 
which keep evolving. The classification of a journal as being predatory, or not, is no longer 
exclusively associated with its open access status, by inclusion or exclusion on perceived repu-
table academic indexes and/or on whitelists or blacklists. Inclusion in the latter may itself be 
determined by a host of criteria, may be riddled with type I errors (e.g., erroneous inclusion 
of a truly predatory journal in a whitelist) and/or type II errors (e.g., erroneous exclusion of 
a truly valid scholarly journal in a whitelist). While extreme cases of predatory publishing 
behavior may be clear cut, with true predatory journals displaying ample predatory proper-
ties, journals in non-binary grey zones of predatory criteria are difficult to classify. They may 
have some legitimate properties, but also some illegitimate ones. In such cases, it might be too 
extreme to refer to such entities as “predatory”. Simply referring to them as “potentially preda-
tory” or “borderline predatory” also does little justice to discern a predatory entity from an 
unscholarly, low-quality, unprofessional, or exploitative one. Faced with the limitations caused 
by this gradient of predatory dimensionality, this paper introduces a novel credit-like rating 
system, based in part on well-known financial credit ratings companies used to assess invest-
ment risk and creditworthiness, to assess journal or publisher quality. Cognizant of the weak-
nesses and criticisms of these rating systems, we suggest their use as a new way to view the 
scholarly nature of a journal or publisher. When used as a tool to supplement, replace, or rein-
force current sets of criteria used for whitelists and blacklists, this system may provide a fresh 
perspective to gain a better understanding of predatory publishing behavior. Our tool does not 
propose to offer a definitive solution to this problem.
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Why does “predatory publishing” pose a risk to academia and society?

Currently, there is no global or industry-wide consensus as to what a predatory journal 
or publisher is (Grudniewicz et  al., 2019). Therefore, the debate regarding predatory 
journals will continue until academics, policy-makers, ethicists, publishers, funders, and 
government research agencies reach an agreement. In some cases, the defining predatory 
characteristics can lead some, like OMICS International, to be taken to court for deceit-
ful behavior (Manley, 2019). Some academics agree that truly predatory entities seek to 
exploit vanity publishing principles to draw benefit, as monetary rewards, in extreme cases 
publishing junk science or pseudoscience, and potentially threatening the integrity of the 
entire publishing landscape (Frandsen, 2017). Consequently, “predatory publishing” also 
poses a threat to public opinion and trust in science, especially if researchers that are pub-
licly funded have been found to be supporting, intellectually or financially, such opera-
tions (Eriksson & Helgesson, 2017). If veritable cybercrimes are involved in a publish-
ing operation, the risk becomes a threat (Umlauf & Mochizuki, 2018). The greatest risk 
of pseudoscience being published in both veritable and “predatory” journals is the risk 
to health (Harvey & Weinstein, 2017), even more so when such research populates pub-
lic databases such as PubMed (Manca et al., 2020; Teixeira da Silva, 2021a). Unscholarly 
journals and publishers might also place a burden on society if tax-payer money is used to 
pay for subscriptions or open access article processing charges (APCs) of such operations. 
Finally, early career researchers (ECRs), and established researchers, for that matter, who 
may naïvely or precipitously seek to publish in easy-to-publish venues where quality con-
trol is low, or where peer review is non-existent or is falsely claimed, risk tarnishing their 
reputations (McCann & Polacsek, 2018).

Since public funding may be attributed based on the rank (e.g. metrics) and/or indexing 
of a journal, as is discussed later, a negative stigma or reputation, and thus distrust by the 
public may arise in the ability of tax-payer-supported funding agencies to allocate funding 
to veritable scholarly publishing enterprises (Eriksson & Helgesson, 2017; Eykens et al., 
2019). Public anger, discontent and mistrust—all valid emotive responses if the public per-
ceives that their hard-earned taxes are somehow being squandered on unethical researchers 
or on the financial support of publishing venues of suspect academic quality like “preda-
tory” journals or publishers (Hasan, 2018)—are aspects that academia cannot, and must 
not, ignore because academia, the public, public funding, and integrity are all intricately 
interwoven in this day and age (Bisbee et  al., 2019). To date, however, to the authors’ 
knowledge, no paper has formally assessed the public’s interest in “predatory” publishing.

What about financially exploitative publishers that may control global academic and/
or publishing markets but do not need to revert to spamming, for example, because they 
do not have to, in order to extract wealth from academia via subscriptions or APCs, or 
intellectual property? Do they exhibit some exploitative behavior, but limited predatory 
behavior, as suggested by some academics (Brembs, 2019)? More recently, Macháček and 
Srholec (2021) claimed that Scopus was populated by, or included, indexed “predatory” 
journals as classified according to Jeffrey Beall’s blacklists, drawing rebuke of a flawed 
methodology from Elsevier, and a defense of its selection of journals for inclusion based on 
“quality” (Holland et al., 2021). Manca et al. (2018) also reported the existence of poten-
tially predatory journals among PubMed Central® (PMC) and Medline journals, an aspect 
that, compounded by its indexing of paper mill-derived literature, are beginning to call into 
question the integrity of screening and management of indexed literature at, and by, Pub-
Med (Teixeira da Silva, 2021a). These cases highlight, however, the real reputational risks 
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associated with the term “predatory” when describing a journal or publisher. It also indi-
cates the continued use of flawed blacklists that fuel hyperbolic language and comparisons 
that make an understanding of the phenomenon of “predatory” publishing more difficult 
to interpret (Kendall, 2021). Where does one draw the line between some / many preda-
tory characteristics and some / many exploitative characteristics (Teixeira da Silva et al., 
2019b)? How does one differentiate low- or poor-quality from unscholarly, or from “preda-
tory” publishing (Teixeira da Silva, 2020a)? Our proposal later on this paper aims to nar-
row that gap by providing a tool that might be able to better differentiate both publishing 
camps. Despite this, neither our tool nor our proposal claim to fully resolve the problem of 
"predatory" publishing.

Why does an indistinct zone of predatory publishing exist?

The credibility of a scientific or academic journal tends to be associated with inclusion 
in publishing whitelists such as those curated by the Directory of Open Access Journals 
(DOAJ), Cabell’s International (hereafter Cabells), and ABDC Journal Quality List (JQL), 
academic indexing databases or platforms such as Web of Science (WoS), Scopus, PMC, 
and Medline, as well as citation metrics such as Clarivate Analytics’ Impact Factor (IF) 
and Elsevier/Scopus’ CiteScore (Frandsen, 2017; Siler, 2020a), since all of them have a 
selection process that consists of inclusion and exclusion criteria. Apart from these lists of 
general criteria used for selection—and the teams who oversee the selection processes—
which are made available online, to the best of our knowledge, none of these entities share 
or make any details or evaluation reports publicly accessible. The closest are Cabells’ jour-
nal evaluation reports, but even those are locked behind a paywall. Consequently, there is a 
general perception or understanding that journals that are included on these indexing data-
bases or platforms, or that have these citation metrics, have thus supposedly met a number 
of “quality” criteria that then qualifies them as being “legitimate” academic or scholarly 
(i.e., whitelisted) journals (Siler, 2020a).

Thus, it can be argued that inclusion in a publishing whitelist or academic index, or 
having one of these metrics is an association with some measure of “quality”. However, 
it is notable that the criteria used by each of these entities, which operate independently, 
can differ considerably, as can their verification procedures, leading to disparities between 
criteria. For example, both PMC and Medline, which are a subset of PubMed, have differ-
ent measures of quality control: while PMC focuses on technical criteria (e.g. inclusion of 
manuscripts to comply with mandates related to funding, format of paper such as XML and 
PDF, details of XML tags, resolution of images, etc.), Medline focuses on scientific crite-
ria (i.e., quality of published articles, peer-review process, etc.), suggesting that Medline-
indexed journals are more reliable than PMC journals (Williamson & Minter, 2019).

However, whitelists, blacklists, and any entity that relies on inclusion or exclusion crite-
ria has inherent flaws, namely subjectivity, a constantly evolving publishing landscape that 
requires lists and criteria to be adjusted and refreshed, especially as some dishonest play-
ers in the process (the so-called predatory entities) fortify their operations and publishing 
practices to avoid being negatively classified (Cortegiani et al., 2020; Topper et al., 2019).

Though some scholars have articulated a more precise definition for “predatory” jour-
nals and publishers (e.g., Aromataris & Stern, 2020), even absent clear identification char-
acters (Grudniewicz et al., 2019), such definitions frequently rely on group consensus (i.e., 
aggregated subjective judgments), rather than objective, empirical criteria (Siler, 2020b). 
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Consequently, any system (i.e. whitelists, blacklists) employed to demarcate between pred-
atory and non-predatory journals and publishers, by relying on a definition of predatoriness 
(if using one at all), must ultimately be considered (at least partly) subjective. This is not 
to say that such “lists” should be considered useless—only that they are imperfect. They 
are, nonetheless, potentially useful tools for navigating the scholarly publication landscape. 
The offshoot of all of this is that there can be high variability/reliability in the assessments 
made across metrics and other evaluative tools (including the system proposed in this arti-
cle) and that such lists, to be properly understood/appraised, must have their underlying 
criteria made transparent—in line with best practice standards regarding use of metrics 
(e.g. Wilsdon et al., 2015). Any tool that is used to assess predatoriness, that has its criteria 
made closed from view and critique, is not a tool of any real use or value at all since such 
tools themselves cannot be properly vetted.

To compound these issues, lists and criteria may be populated with type I errors (erro-
neous inclusion) and/or type II errors (erroneous exclusion) (Teixeira da Silva & Tsig-
aris, 2018; Strinzel et al., 2019; Teixeira da Silva and Tsigaris, 2020a; Tsigaris & Teixeira 
da Silva, 2021). For these reasons, it is not always easy to differentiate predatory from 
exploitative (Teixeira da Silva et al., 2019b) or low-quality (Teixeira da Silva, 2020a), or 
to classify a journal or publisher as unscholarly, unprofessional, or a host of other often 
subjectively assigned adjectives (Eriksson & Helgesson, 2018). Consequently, the entries 
(journals and publishers) in the DOAJ, Cabells’ and ABDC’s JQL are in constant change, 
attempting constantly to adjust to a publishing environment that is itself in constant flux 
(Teixeira da Silva et  al., 2018; Teixeira da Silva, 2020b). This may also cause indirect 
financial and intellectual damage to universities and government agencies that need to 
invest resources into the prevention and detection of publications in such journals. Their 
reputations are also harmed, as is science’s perception by society, when science policy 
is constantly being adjusted in a futile attempt to make the publishing environment more 
trustworthy while the actual threat (“predatory” publishing) remains unknown or unclear. 
The downstream impacts of poorly developed policies, when implemented at a national 
scale, may hurt many academics by providing poor advice, e.g., in India (Patwardhan 
et  al., 2018). When such variable, fluctuating, and to some extent unreliable (Kratochvil 
et al., 2020) lists or criteria are used to classify academics or academic institutions, there 
is the risk or misclassification (e.g., calling a surgery journal that may be blacklisted as a 
“predatory surgery journal”) (Teixeira da Silva, 2021b), which may cause inaccurate and 
unfair reputational damage through false accusations or unsubstantiated mischaracteriza-
tions (Tsigaris & Teixeira da Silva, 2019, 2020). Moreover, such issues and limitations 
are not limited to open access (Olivarez et al., 2018). The need to remove the erroneous 
association between open access and predatory behavior, an unfortunate side-effect that has 
emerged because of the existence of Beall’s blacklists, cannot be over-emphasized (Krawc-
zyk & Kulczycki, 2021).

If then, for argument’s sake, a “prestigious” journal, for example, with an IF and that 
is indexed (e.g., in WoS), is shown to be or have been a “propagator” of “peer reviewed”1 
papers derived from a paper mill, such as Portland Press’ Bioscience Reports (Cooper & 
Han, 2021), how then should academics characterize such a journal? Would fallible peer 
review, the publication of paper mill-derived papers or an increase in retracted papers indi-
cate characteristics equivalent to low quality, unscholarly work, lack of professionalism, 

1  The term “peer reviewed” is added in inverted commas because, unless it is open, there is no independent 
way to verify that a paper was peer reviewed at all.
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or “predatory” publishing, or some sort of grey zone in between any two or more of these 
characteristics?

In essence, whether discussing white- or blacklisting criteria, journal, indexing or met-
rics “quality”, and other aspects that need to quantifiably assess the nature or quality of a 
parameter in academic publishing, there exist degrees or dimensionality whereby a journal 
may be increasingly/decreasingly predatory (or legitimate) in comparison to some standard 
or criteria (whether ideal or in relative contrast to one another). This results from the desire 
to exact a greater form of precision, improving an imprecise criterion to a more concrete, 
definable, or precise one (Justus, 2012). As it currently stands, “predatory” or other related 
terms might ultimately resemble a disjunctive category (Bowker & Star, 1999; Bruner 
et al., 1986).2 This inadequacy in classifying journals as being ‘predatory’ or ‘legitimate’ 
is a reflection of current defunct evaluation systems in place, not of the elements which are 
being classified. Using only two check-boxes does injustice to the complexity and different 
continuities academics and others are faced with when assessing the trustworthiness of a 
scientific journal or publisher.

It is likely that the existence of these fluxes, inconsistencies, grey zones, and non-binary 
nature of the state of “predatory” led Grudniewicz et al. (2019) to conclude that the nature 
of a “predatory” entity is unknown and unclear, despite the proponents of that group indi-
cating precisely the opposite for years. The tool that we propose in this paper may help to 
capture the multi-dimensionality of imprecise or vague concepts and hopes to reduce, but 
likely not eliminate, some of the grey zones that exist between a “predatory” (or unschol-
arly) and a non-“predatory” (or scholarly) entity. Before the current journal evaluation and 
indexing systems get entirely black boxed, it is about high-time that a transparent and more 
fine-tuned alternative gets introduced.

The objective of this study was to establish a credit rating system (CRS)-based method 
to supplement, replace, or reinforce both whitelists and blacklists, in a bid to try and fortify 
them, or to try and increase their sensitivity and specificity (Teixeira da Silva & Tsigaris, 
2020). Sensitivity refers to the ‘recall’ of the evaluation system, or the fraction of relevant 
instances which are retrieved by it. Specificity is the ‘precision’ of the system. Perfect pre-
cision (or specificity) would mean no false positives indicated. We do so by moving away 
from a reductionist perspective and allowing for more detailed assessments which take into 
account subtleties—or differences—in the degrees to which some journals or publishers 
might be more trustworthy than others, or not. The system aims to introduce a standardized 
and fine-grained rating system, allowing for interpretation ‘at a glance’ and comparison 
between journals without needing to sift through every detail or criterion in order to judge 
quality, efficiency of operations, levels of error, or the severity of misconduct.

What criteria for predatory publishing have been proposed to date?

Following Beall’s now-defunct online-based blacklist criteria that evolved from version 1 
in 2012, updated in late 2012, then version 2 in 2015 (summarized by Laine & Winker, 
2017), several studies emerged that recommended sets of criteria in a bid to differentiate, 

2  "What is peculiarly difficult about attaining a disjunctive category is that two of its members, each uni-
form in terms of an ultimate criterion [e.g. predatory behavior], may have no defining attributes in common. 
[…] For in a disjunctive class, there are no such universal common features." (Chapter 6, On Disjunctive 
Concepts and Their Attainment), pp. 156–157.
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including quantitative and semi-quantitative methods, “legitimate” from “predatory” 
journals and publishers (Teixeira da Silva, 2013; Dadkhah & Bianciardi, 2016; Eriksson 
& Helgesson, 2017; Laine & Winker, 2017; Shamseer et  al., 2017; Cobey et  al., 2018; 
Cabells, 2019; Strinzel et al., 2019). However, the diversity of criteria is notable since they 
are based on very different approaches, ranging widely from simple to complex (Frandsen, 
2019).

Although Beall used 54 criteria that were classified into five broad and unspecific 
groups (editor and staff; business management; integrity; other; poor journal standards/
practice) (summarized by Laine & Winker, 2017), there were multiple issues and limita-
tions: poor sensitivity, selection bias resulting from the inability to take into account the 
scientific content of individual papers, the lack of specific criteria for individual entries, 
annulling the reproducibility of the blacklist criteria (Crawford, 2016; Teixeira da Silva, 
2017); exclusive focus on open access, making the unrealistic suggestion that “predatory” 
publishing was limited to open access, which it was not (Berger & Cirasella, 2015; Oli-
varez et al., 2018).

Departing from the 2015 version 2 of Beall’s criteria, removing 8 unrealistic or inva-
lid criteria and then rebuilding a new, and the first ever quantitative, concept of “preda-
tory” behavior, Teixeira da Silva (2013) used 16 criteria that were then sub-categorized 
into multiple sub-criteria, each with a relative weighting and rank that could eventually 
lead to a “predatory score”, which could be used to quantify the behavior of “legitimate” 
(whitelisted) and/versus “illegitimate” (blacklisted”) entities. Although those criteria need 
updating, the “predatory score” still remains the most realistic—and fair—quantitative 
way of characterizing the “behavior”, including potentially “predatory”, of a journal or 
publisher.

Dadkhah and Bianciardi (2016) used Beall’s criteria to establish a ranking system 
named “predatory rate”. They offered 14 criteria grouped into four categories including 
editorial member’s criteria, review process and publishing, announcements, open access 
policies and publication charges.

Laine and Winker (2017) summarized the criteria of whitelists and blacklists, creating 
a list of criteria to distinguish legitimate journals from “pseudo-journals”, suggesting 14 
“warning signs” or features that may increase suspicion that a journal is predatory.

Shamseer et al. (2017) introduced 13 evidence-based characteristics that they thought 
would be useful for ECRs to distinguish “predatory” from legitimate journals, emphasizing 
that those criteria were likely insufficient to identify all potentially “predatory” journals. 
Eriksson and Helgesson (2017) suggested 25 characteristics, as well as additional advice, 
to attempt to distinguish “predatory” journals.

Cobey et al. (2018) utilized a scoping review method that attempted to review the avail-
able literature and encompass observed findings into those criteria, dividing them into six 
categories: journal operations; article, editorial and peer review; communication; APCs; 
dissemination; indexing and archiving. However, the resulting 109 criteria that they pro-
posed included many inconsistencies, vague criteria and false-negative criteria (i.e., crite-
ria that can easily be found in currently white-listed journals), a thorough post-publication 
analysis of which needs to be conducted.

Cabells established a list of predatory criteria (version 1.1) in their “Predatory Reports”, 
as a blog post in March of 2019 (Cabells, 2019). That list offers 74 criteria divided to three 
levels: severe (n = 22), moderate (n = 39), and minor (n = 13). Each level contains sev-
eral categories including integrity, peer review, publication practices, indexing and metrics, 
fees, access and copyright, and website.
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Another recent list of criteria are those established by Strinzel et al. (2019) published 
in May 2019 as a journal article. They offered 198 criteria that were extracted from two 
blacklists, including an updated Beall blacklist and Cabells’ Scholarly Analytics’ black-
list, and two whitelists, including DOAJ and Cabells’ Scholarly Analytics’ whitelist. They 
performed a thematic analysis and categorized the 198 criteria into seven topics: i) peer 
review; ii) editorial services; iii) policy; iv) business practices; v) publishing, archiving, 
and access; vi) website; and vii) indexing and metrics.

Any list of criteria has weaknesses and/or failures, poor specificity, or excessive gen-
erality (Cukier et al., 2020; Frandsen, 2019). As a result, criteria proposed by the above-
mentioned studies may suffer multiple alterations and have many flaws and weaknesses, 
but their critique and examination lie beyond the scope of this paper. However, it is notable 
that when these criteria are used to establish blacklists or predatory ranking systems, errors 
may arise (Teixeira da Silva & Tsigaris, 2018; Strinzel et al., 2019; Teixeira da Silva and 
Tsigaris, 2020a; Tsigaris & Teixeira da Silva, 2021). Funding agencies or policy advisory 
entities that do make use of black- or white lists therefore combine different sources to 
overcome each one’s shortcomings (Eykens et al., 2019; Nelhans & Bodin, 2020).

For this reason, Kratochvíl et al. (2020) proposed to move from a simple set of formal 
criteria to a complex view of scholarly publishing. After assessing different lists of criteria 
taken from Beall, COPE, DOAJ, OASPA, and WAME, they revealed that 28% of the jour-
nals which were evaluated had been incorrectly assessed as untrustworthy. The complex 
view proposed by the authors is a review protocol which consists of three steps. In a first 
step, formal criteria are checked and evaluated to obtain a first understanding of the qual-
ity of the journal. Secondly, the authors recommend analyzing the journal’s actual content 
and professional quality. Third and finally, before submitting or labeling a journal as being 
either trustworthy or not, authors are advised to check the journal’s background (e.g. read 
through review reports, if available, etc.). This somewhat systematic way of assessment, 
which includes evaluating the actual content of a journal, however, is in many cases time-, 
energy- and resource-consuming, and places a tremendous burden on individual research-
ers or other assessors alike. It might be unrealistic to demand junior scholars who have a 
broad range of journals in mind to check the content and professional quality of all target 
journals.

A new suggested alternative to assess journal quality: a credit 
rating‑like system

In the world of business, economics and finance, a CRS is used to assess an investment risk 
and the creditworthiness of a business (Afonso et al., 2011; Asimakopoulos et al., 2021). 
Currently, three credit rating agencies (CRAs) control 95% of the credit rating business 
globally: Moody’s, Standard & Poor’s (S&P), and Fitch Ratings (Asimakopoulos & Asi-
makopoulos, 2018). CRAs play a role in providing investors with a risk assessment of the 
debt security of a company or country by assessing their creditworthiness (Hemraj, 2015). 
However, the European Union (EU) is attempting to increase competition in the CRA mar-
ket to reduce the influence, impact and control of the oligopolistic market (Meeh-Bunse & 
Schomaker, 2020). Curiously and conceivably, “predatory” publishers might be perceived 
by oligopolistic publishers (Larivière et  al., 2015) as a threat to their market and multi-
billion dollar profits. Thus, academics should be aware of a possible bias by the latter in an 
attempt, through academic literature or otherwise, to eliminate or discredit the former. We 
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recognize the weaknesses of these CRAs and their CRSs (Josephson & Shapiro, 2020; see 
section “What risks exist with CRSs?”). Despite this, we felt that it would be interesting, 
and that there may be academic merit, in using the basic ranking parameters of these CRSs 
and applying them to “predatory” publishing, either as a separate but complementary tool, 
as a supplementary tool, or as an overlay.

Collectively, a financial entity’s risk can be ranked between lowest risk and default, 
while their grade can range, correspondingly, between investment and junk (Table 1; Ioana, 
2014). Analogously, a publishing entity (most commonly a journal or publisher) could be 
equally ranked as lowest risk and extreme risk to publish in. In Table 1, we suggest seven 
levels for trustworthy (recommend to publish in) and untrustworthy (do not recommend to 
publish in) journals. An assessment of those three ratings reveals that apart from the top 
rank (Aaa or AAA), the next six ranks (between A and C) are divided into three tiers each, 
each with lower rank and investment potential as the letters of the alphabet increase. The 
relationship between rank/rating and investment level is inversely proportional. We take the 
liberty of defining D as the lowest level at which an author could eventually consider pub-
lishing in a journal, without incurring serious risk (reputational, and otherwise).

What makes the analogy to the credit rating system particularly attractive is that one 
cannot claim zero or 100% risk, i.e., although the system has extremes, they rarely do not 
reflect absolute extremes, taking into account the inherent risks of type I and II errors. The 
analogy is realistic because publishing an academic paper involves a real investment and 
costs, from human, social, research, funding, time, finances, and many others (Moher et al., 
2017), each of which may carry an individual risk, but usually never an extreme.

To give a real life case-based analogy, it would be impossible to claim with confidence, 
despite the legal challenges to its publishing operations (Manley, 2019), that 100% of all 
OMICS International (or subsidiary) journals do not conduct peer review, display unschol-
arly characteristics, or that 100% of papers in those journals carry no academic value. In 
fact, there may even be some journals that are well managed, and there may even be excel-
lent papers with useful scientific value. Using our CRS analogy, even if the rating/rank-
ing of the entire portfolio (i.e., of the publisher, OMICS International) might be weakened 
by poor performing partners (i.e., journals with unscholarly principles, or editors failing 

Fig. 1   Hypothetical distribution of risk ratings across a hypothetical sample of journals in the publishing 
landscape, reflecting a potentially expected ratio of the categories proposed in Table  1. Categories were 
modified slightly from those indicated in Table 1
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to complete peer review), it is impossible to claim that 100% of all journals are unschol-
arly (CRS-like analogy = junk or < C/D; Table 1), i.e., there may be a mixture of A, B, or 
C rated journals, maybe even the occasional AAA. Even within any single journal, it is 
impossible to claim, with confidence, that 100% of all papers are bad, unscholarly, useless, 
or otherwise inclusive of unethical work (e.g., fabricated data) unless a full, detailed post-
publication peer review (PPPR) is conducted for 100% of papers, and in 100% of journals 
in a publisher’s portfolio. Similarly, on the non-“predatory” side of an analysis, and consid-
ering the indexed and metricized journals that are generally considered to be “safe” to pub-
lish in, or reputable and scholarly, it would likely be safe to say that many journals of such 
publishers might have a high rating, using the CRS analogy, maybe with a few journals 
ranked AAA, many or most between A and B, and possibly a few rare C cases (see practi-
cal cases, as in Scopus- and PubMed-indexed journals discussed earlier). Figure 1 displays 
a spread of what might be expected in terms of “quality” vs “risk” in the entire publishing 
landscape, while Fig. 2 displays a distribution of the journals in a hypothetical questionable 
publisher’s portfolio over the proposed categories. The publisher discussed is a borderline 
case, with a fairly large share of journals categorized under no to low risk. It becomes evi-
dent from this hypothetical case that a fine-grained rating system allows a scholar to make 
a more fair and informed decision about the risks faced when choosing the publish in one 
of its journals.

In the case of large credit unions with a complex portfolio (analogously, a publisher 
with large amount of journals across many disciplines), a dual (Helleiner & Wang, 2018) 
or multiple (Ryoo et al., 2020) rating system might be necessary, as in finance. These sys-
tems are designed to assess credit on multiple levels. In our analogy, in a dual rating sys-
tem, this would be applied first at the level of the publisher, and second at the level of its 
journals.

Fig. 2   Waterfall plot of the distribution of journals in a hypothetical questionable publisher’s portfolio 
over the categories proposed in Table 1. Absolute counts of the number of journals per category are shown 
above each bar. The publisher in question has 50 journals in its portfolio, of which half are within the range 
of medium risk to lowest risk and the other half range from high risk to extreme
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In order to appreciate the “quality” of a publisher’s journals, and a journal’s papers, a 
thorough end-to-end deconstructive assessment of the publishing operations and papers’ 
quality would be needed, not unlike the methodologies currently being employed to decon-
struct the psychology literature, to appreciate its weaknesses and strengths, with the dis-
covery of weaknesses revealing a replication crisis in this field of study (Wiggins & Chris-
opherson, 2019). To the authors’ knowledge, no such PPPR analysis of “quality” has ever 
been conducted for any discipline at the coarse (across journals) and/or fine (across papers) 
scales. For this reason, one cannot state with 100% certainty that a journal or publisher is 
risk free, or completely risky, and why we believe that our CRS-like system is realistic, and 
thus viable for practical use and application.

There are several terms that are used in business and finance that we feel could be 
analogously applied to academic publishing. CRAs use qualitative factors for assessments, 
including the quality and stability of management, accountability, and transparency (Grit-
tersová, 2014; Ozturk et  al., 2015; Vernazza & Nielsen, 2015), any or all of which can 
translate to the assessment of quality, stability, or reputation of an editorial board such as 
the open and transparent declaration of conflicts of interest by editors (Teixeira da Silva 
et al., 2019a), or other publishing operations such as the quality of peer review (e.g., num-
ber of reviewers per paper or the structure and items of a review’s checklist), assessment 
of the technical quality of papers (e.g., the quality of tables and figures, copy-editing, veri-
fying the validity and style of references), the capacity of a journal website and journal 
manager portal (e.g. user-friendly website, easy-to-use portal, or platform security), or 
more recently, the existence of open data and open science policies inclusive of replicable 
aspects to ensure transparency (Levin & Leonelli, 2017; Mayernik, 2017).

How does one go about ranking a publishing entity (e.g., journal or publisher), and how 
is risk assessed and graded in academic publishing? Our CRS-based proposal aims to bring 
greater clarity to this issue.

What possible risks exist with CRSs?

There are very polar views about CRAs, and we wish to highlight some of the criticisms. 
We note, as a disclaimer, that although we are using the CRSs of select CRAs in the fol-
lowing discussion, that we are in no way endorsing them or discouraging their use and thus 
remain neutral as to their importance, effects, and influence, both positive and negative, 
in the world of business, finance and politics. In this paper, our exclusive objective is to 
attempt to use the CRSs as a tool, and apply it to academic publishing. That said, we wish 
to point out several criticisms, weaknesses and flaws of CRAs/CRSs that readers should be 
aware of. Perhaps, in future versions of this prototype idea, astute readers or other academ-
ics who might use or apply our new proposed tool, consider these negative aspects, and 
fortify the concept that we propose.

CRAs, through their strong influence on financial markets, were claimed to have been 
responsible for the subprime crisis and the reduction of the credit rating of some EU coun-
tries, like Greece, to “junk” status (Ioana, 2014). Such decisions not only have massive 
financial repercussions, they also may have strong political consequences. Some criticisms 
of the CRAs is their lack of transparency (Tichy et al., 2011), delays in issuing risk per-
ception (White, 2010), self-interest with a focus on profitability (Lai, 2014) but without 
considering the negative impact on society, such as youth unemployment, but the need to 
hold them accountable (Iglesias-Rodríguez, 2016; Kavas & Kalender, 2014), and the need 
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to, but inability to, regulate them to eliminate their conflicts (Bayar, 2014; Vousinas, 2015). 
Regulation may be difficult since global governance is increasingly becoming decentral-
ized (Luckhurst, 2018).

“Predatory lending”, which Lin and Dhesi (2010) define as “consumer welfare loss due 
to […] abusive practices and loan terms”, based their eight criteria of such practices on a 
report by the U.S. General Accounting Office. The eight criteria are, verbatim with minor 
edits, for example to punctuation: “1) excessive fees; 2) excessive interest rate; 3) single 
premium credit insurance; 4) lending without regard to ability to repay; 5) loan flipping 
(repeated refinancing of a mortgage loan within a short period of time with little or no 
economic benefit for the borrower); 6) fraud and deception; 7) prepayment penalties; 8) 
balloon payment (large payments of principal due at the maturity of the loan.” A compre-
hensive review of CRAs in the global financial markets is provided by Meier et al. (2021). 
Curiously, Meier et al. (2021) do not use the term “predatory lending” even once, nor do 
they allude to cryptocurrencies. Several of these concepts may have analogous situations 
in academic publishing. For example, the term “junk” in CRA may be synonymous with 
“unscholarly”, “predatory”, “illegitimate”, “fake”, “questionable”, “hijacked”, “pseudo” 
terms currently used in publishing. Table 2 provides a few examples of possible scenarios.

What risks might exist with CRS‑like systems if they were to be applied 
to academia and publishing?

As with any evaluative tool, it runs the risk of being abused or weaponized. This point is well-
articulated by the San Francisco Declaration of Research Assessment (DORA) (https://​sfdora.​
org/​read/). An author, for example, publishing in low-scoring (i.e., low CRS score) publish-
ing entity (e.g., journal or publisher) may risk having their promotion/tenure evaluations nega-
tively impacted, rather than being judged on the quality of the published content. This hypo-
thetical scenario is supported by at least one study of review, promotion and tenure documents 

Table 2   Equivalence of terminology used in finance and in publishing, or glossary

Financial term or expression Publishing term or expression

Asset allocation Where to publish
Capacity to meet financial commitments Capacity to maintain scholarly qualities/principles
Corporate credit rating Journal of publisher scholarly rating (or quality)
Creditworthiness Publish worthiness (El-Hagrassy et al., 2018)
Debt default Default of scholarly principles
Default Unscholarly or unethical practice; intellectual mismanage-

ment
Investment strategy Publishing or publication strategy
Investors Authors
Investors’ balance sheet Authors’ publication portfolio
Junk Unscholarly, predatory, illegitimate, fake, questionable, 

hijacked, pseudo (Dadkhah et al., 2016)
Obligor Journal or publisher
Return on investment Career or reputation benefit
Risk of investment (e.g., of corporate bond) Risk to career or reputation of publishing in a “predatory” 

journal or publisher

https://sfdora.org/read/
https://sfdora.org/read/
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(McKiernan et al., 2019), as well as a survey of faculty publishing priorities and values (Niles 
et al., 2020). This suggests that evaluators may in fact penalize authors for well-reasoned pub-
lishing decisions while authors may ultimately have their publication behaviors (and general 
research practices) influenced and shaped in response to an evaluator’s expectations (see gen-
erally Brembs et al., 2013; Grimes et al., 2018). Similarly, as is commonly expressed (Simons, 
2008) grant reviewers might not find it reassuring if an applicant’s work is published primarily 
in low-scoring outlets (or that it is a “good investment” for their money/funding), and thus may 
evaluate such proposals more negatively. Ultimately, a CRS might be developed by private or 
commercial institutions, or they might end up in the ‘wrong hands’, leading to the same prob-
lems faced by CRA during the financial crisis. Understanding these risks, authors may merely 
choose to adhere to the “status quo”, publishing in outlets and venues that are valued by mem-
bers of their scientific community, regardless of any discrepancies between the judgments of 
those communities and the inherent value of such journals.

How could the CRS‑like system be used for academic publishing?

The CRS-like system would find application, either alone, or in conjunction with a cur-
rently existing set of published criteria. In this paper, our objective is not to discuss the 
merits or demerits of those criteria, which deserves a separate and in-depth analysis, but 
rather to suggest a way to improve them and to make them more robust, or to prove that 
they are no longer needed, reliable, or applicable. In order to do this, our proposal for the 
use of this CRS-like system is as follows:

1.	 The CRS-like system can be used alone, i.e., without any association with any exist-
ing whitelist or blacklist, to serve as an independent system, thereby disassociating it, 
ideologically or reputationally, with any group, entity, or “list”.

2.	 The CRS-like system can be used as an overlay. For example, and independent of the 
stringency of their criteria, it could serve to overlay the “13 evidence-based characteris-
tics” suggested by Shamseer et al. (2017) or the 198 criteria suggested by Strinzel et al. 
(2019). More specifically, using any set of criteria, a cumulative score or a weighting 
can be calculated, as in the “predatory score” (Teixeira da Silva, 2013), over which our 
CRS-like system is then laid. It would be helpful to have criteria that have a relative 
weighting, as used in the “predatory score”, for example, on a scale of 1–10, where 1 
is least predatory (or likely poor quality, scholarship, or management) and 10 is highly 
predatory, but where each rank is evidence-based and can be measured with tangible sup-
portive evidence. For example, unless the peer review reports of all of a journal’s papers 
are available, the claim that a journal is, or is not, peer reviewed, cannot be made. An 
example of this overlay could be a journal that violates n criteria, according to Teixeira 
da Silva (2013), Shamseer et al. (2017) or Strinzel et al. (2019), and receives a score, 
e.g., 116 (in this case, 116 is a number that reflects a hypothetical cumulative total of 
scores ranging from 1–10 for multiple criteria). That number, within a range, could then 
be overlaid with our CRS-like system to receive a classification (Table 3). Admittedly, 
an overlay is also an additional layer of complexity, and thus structural investment.

3.	 It could be used at different scales. For example, at a narrow scale, if there are a total of 
50 journals (in English) in a narrow field of study across all publishers, then the CRS-
like system can be applied to this small “pocket” of journals, for example in a specialized 
research field, allowing for a ranking system that could operate independent of metrics 
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such as the IF and CiteScore, or indexing status on WoS, Scopus, PMC, and Medline. 
At a larger scale, it could be used to assess medical journals in subgroups, such as in 
PMC or Medline. The CRS-like system could even be used in a culturally, linguistically 
and/or geographically independent manner, for example, by India’s University Grants 
Commission to assess Hindi science journals relative to other journals that are strug-
gling to be appropriately classified (Patwardhan et al., 2018), or to assess “published 
in Canada” journals across the 13 provinces. The fine- or coarse-scale applications are 
endless.

Examples of the application of the CRS‑like system for academic 
publishing

In this section, we propose several examples of how our CRS-like system could be used 
individually, or as a supplement to existing whitelist and blacklist criteria, or as an overlay 
based on, but not necessarily relying on, criteria in papers discussed in the section “What 
criteria for predatory publishing have been proposed to date?” We have limited our exam-
ples to a few criteria that can be openly and publicly verifiable. In general, a positive char-
acteristic scores a positive score ( +), while a negative characteristic scores a negative score 
( −), using the basic principles of the “predatory score” (Teixeira da Silva, 2013). We apply 

Table 3   Application of the CRS-
like system, as an “overlay”, to 
a quantitative or quantifiable set 
of criteria, e.g., Teixeira da Silva 
(2013), Shamseer et al. (2017), 
Cobey et al. (2018), or Cabells’ 
“Predatory Reports”. In this 
paper, we refer to it as the CRS 
score

*Risk can be at various levels (see Table 1 footer and text)

Score or quantification (hypothetical) Publishing risk*

Rewarding
 + 1 Risk of publish-

ing; risk to 
career or 
reputation

 + 5 Unscholarly
 + 10 Low risk
 + 11–20 Medium risk
 + 21–35 High risk
 + 36–50 Highest risk
 > 50 Extreme risk
Need for corrective measures or reinforcement
 − 1 Risk of publish-

ing; risk to 
career or 
reputation

 − 5 Unscholarly
 − 10 Low risk
 − 11–20 Medium risk
 − 21–35 High risk
 − 36–50 Highest risk
 <  − 50 Extreme risk
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the term CRS Score to this prototype paper, overlaying Cabells’ non-quantifiable (“severe”, 
“moderate” and “minor”) criteria. Our score for "severe" criteria was − 1, − 0.5 for "moder-
ate" and − 0.1 for "minor". We exemplify these scores with four examples next.

Example 1: “No editor or editorial board listed on the journal’s website at all” or “Edi-
tors do not actually exist or are deceased”. Cabells classifies these criteria as "severe" and 
"negative", which means we must score them as − 1. Editors and editorial board members 
play key roles in scientific journals, and the scientific status of a journal if often evaluated 
based on the experience and scientific status of the editors. Therefore, the inability to find 
information about editors and editorial board members on a website, or the inclusion of 
fictitious editorial members, is clearly a negative aspect.

Example 2. “The journal does not indicate that there are any fees associated with pub-
lication, review, submission, etc. but the author is charged a fee after submitting a manu-
script”. We should score it as − 1 since it is considered "severe" by Cabells. Any journal 
should clearly indicate its publication charge, and in the case of an open access journal, its 
APCs. Even a platinum open access that charges no APCs should indicate this clearly. The 
lack of such information could be perceived as deceptive.

Example 3. “The journal’s website does not have a clearly stated peer review policy”. 
The score should be − 0.5 since it is considered a "moderate" criterion by Cabells. A legiti-
mate journal should indicate the process of peer review and also timelines in the instruc-
tion for authors clearly.

Example 4. “Information received from the journal does not match the journal’s web-
site”. As this is considered "severe" by Cabells, we should assign a score of − 1. Mislead-
ing, incorrect or missing information reduce trust in a journal or publisher, and information 
of a legitimate journal should be clearly stated on its website, including indexing databases 
and repositories.

We point readers to Cabells’ (2019) criteria for other examples of “severe”, “moderate” 
and “minor” criteria. However, we feel that many of Cabells’ criteria are loose, unspecific, 
could be applied to widely, or could be too liberally interpreted, and are thus weak, poten-
tially flawed and unreliable, as already indicated by Dony et al. (2020), suggesting that an 
intense post-publication analysis of Cabells’ criteria is merited. We point out two cases:

Case 1

 “The publisher displays prominent statements that promise rapid publication and/or unu-
sually quick peer review (less than 4 weeks)”. This is a “moderate” criterion according to 
Cabells, so we should assign a score of − 0.5. A rapid review process may be a positive 
aspect of a scientific journals, but excessively fast peer review may be unreal and a sign 
that no peer review has taken place if it takes less than 4 weeks. Given that real and proper 
peer review will affect the quality of a paper, but also given that peer review cannot be veri-
fied (even in “legitimate” journals that claim to conduct it) while some journals or publish-
ers offer an exceptionally rapid, but generally thorough peer review turn-around time (e.g., 
MDPI; Petrou, 2020), what CRS Score could be assigned to such a controversial criterion?

Case 2

 Cabells states, as a “severe” criterion, “The journal uses misleading metrics (i.e., metrics 
with the words “impact factor” that are not the Clarivate Analytics Impact Factor).” The 
IF can be independently and publicly verified. Given the importance placed on metrics by 
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many academics, institutions and research funders, we provide a more elaborate explana-
tion. There are two distinct issues. On one hand, to falsely claim to have a Clarivate Ana-
lytics’ IF is indeed blatantly misleading because such a journal is clearly acting in bad faith 
by using deliberate deception to attract clients (authors) who would contribute intellect and 
money (APCs), and would merit a CRS score of − 1. However, a misleading metric is not 
necessarily a false claim of having a metric and some metrics are not necessarily “false”. 
Moreover, the terms “impact factor” are not trademark or copyrighted terms, so they are 
free to be used by any member of the public anywhere on the globe. The emotive issue 
that often arises is if the term “impact factor” is used in the name of a metric with a similar 
name in a deceitful manner to give potential authors the false impression that the simi-
larly sounding “impact factor” is in fact the IF assigned by Clarivate Analytics. If a valid 
method of calculating a stated metric is indicated, even if it may sound similar to “impact 
factor”, and even if the organization that assigns such a new metric is not Clarivate Analyt-
ics, then there is nothing deceptive or invalid about this metric, and the “severe” criterion, 
as assigned by Cabells, is a false negative.

Whether used individually or as a supplementary tool or overlay, the “total” CRS 
Score of both positive and negative aspects would ultimately give a “risk” rank or rating 
(Table 3), as exemplified with two real-case examples next.

Application of the CRS‑like system to two real case studies

Here we discuss two real-case examples in which we have applied the CRS to two exist-
ing journals which are blacklisted by Cabells in their Predatory Reports (accessed Febru-
ary 6, 2021). Journal B (A Free Lance, Amit Educational and Social Welfare Society) has 
eight violations and journal A (Business and Management Studies, Redfame Publishing) 
has three violations. According to these reports, it could be argued that the violations listed 
for journal A clearly warrant blacklisting. According to Cabells, the publisher of journal A 
hides or obscures relationships with for-profit partner companies and the website does not 
have a clearly stated peer review policy. The publisher displays prominent statements that 
promise rapid publication and/or unusually quick peer review (less than 4 weeks).

While one could agree that this behavior is doubtful in some or the other way, more pos-
itive characteristics or behavior of the journals’ editorial board or publisher have not been 
listed. Based on this violation report, it is thus not straightforward to make any informed 
decisions. Here we demonstrate how the scores for these violations could be assigned and 
what the final CRS score would be based on an additional weighting of the more positive 
characteristics.

For Journal A:
Positive characteristics (8.6):

•	 ISSN registered (‘positive’ and ‘minor’ according to Cabells): + 0.1
•	 APC costs clearly stated (‘positive’ and ‘moderate’ according to Cabells): + 0.5
•	 Clear author guide online (‘positive’ and ‘moderate’ according to Cabells): + 0.5
•	 Ethical principles listed (‘positive’ and ‘severe’ according to Cabells): + 1
•	 Reviewer guidelines publicly available (‘positive’ and ‘severe’ according to 

Cabells): + 1
•	 DOI’s at the article level (‘positive’ and ‘moderate’ according to Cabells): + 0.5
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•	 Articles (Open Access) available online (‘positive’ and ‘severe’ according to 
Cabells): + 1

•	 Full archive online (‘positive’ and ‘severe’ according to Cabells): + 1
•	 Editorial board members state membership in CV (‘positive’ and ‘severe’ according to 

Cabells): + 1
•	 Publication policies are clearly stated online (‘positive’ and ‘severe’ according to 

Cabells): + 1
•	 Refund policy clearly stated online (‘positive’ and ‘severe’ according to Cabells): + 1

Negative characteristics (− 1.1):

•	 Publisher hides or obscures relationships with for-profit partner companies (‘nega-
tive’ and ‘minor’ according to Cabells): − 0.1

•	 No clearly stated peer review policy (‘negative’ and ‘moderate’ according to 
Cabells): − 0.5

•	 Prominent statements that promise rapid publication (‘negative’ and ‘moderate’ 
according to Cabells): − 0.5

The hypothetical CRS score for journal A would be 7.5, ranking it between low risk 
and unscholarly. The rating would be BBB-. The risk associated with publishing is 
medium and the investment capacity adequate. If this journal were indexed in renowned 
sources, such as the DOAJ (checked against DOAJ version of August 1, 2020), for 
example, this could increase its trustworthiness. Indexation in WoS offers additional 
‘return on investment’ for researchers and would thus also increase the CRS score. As 
a matter of fact, the blacklisting by Cabells seems to be rather inadequate in this case.

Journal B has been flagged by Cabells for eight violations. In this case, the negative 
characteristics clearly outweigh the positive ones. There are strong indications of the 
journal operates in an unscholarly manner. The CRS score for positive characteristics is 
2.1 and that for negative ones is − 6.5 bringing the total CRS score to − 4.4.

Positive characteristics (+ 2.1).

•	 ISSN registered (‘positive’ and ‘minor’ according to Cabells): + 0.1
•	 Ethical principles listed (‘positive’ and ‘severe’ according to Cabells): + 1
•	 Reviewer guidelines publicly available (‘positive’ and ‘moderate’ according to 

Cabells): + 0.5
•	 A part of the articles (open access) available online (‘positive’ and ‘moderate’ 

according to Cabells): + 0.5

Negative characteristics (− 6.5).

•	 Publishing company employees are members of editorial board (‘negative’ and 
‘moderate’ according to Cabells): − 0.5

•	 Archive only partially online (‘negative’ and ‘moderate’ according to Cabells): − 0.5
•	 The journal uses misleading metrics (‘negative’ and ‘severe’ according to 

Cabells): − 1
•	 No refund policy stated (‘negative’ and ‘moderate’ according to Cabells): − 0.5
•	 No APC’s stated (‘negative’ and ‘severe’ according to Cabells): − 1
•	 No DOI’s (‘negative’ and ‘moderate’ according to Cabells): − 0.5
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•	 The name of the publisher suggests that it is a society, academy, etc. When it is only 
a solitary proprietary operation and does not meet the definition of the term used or 
implied non-profit mission. (‘negative’ and ‘severe’ according to Cabells): − 1

•	 The name of the publisher suggests that it is a society, academy, etc. when it is only a 
publisher and offers no real benefits to members (‘negative’ and ‘severe’ according to 
Cabells): − 1

•	 No policies for digital preservation (‘negative’ and ‘moderate’ according to 
Cabells): − 0.5

Some of the violations listed by Cabells do not seem to hold true anymore. A part of the 
internet archives of the journal have been posted online, but they do not seem to be com-
plete. They are however, accessible. Editorial boards are in fact listed. We could not verify 
if the owner is a member of all (all journals of the publisher) the editorial boards (listed 
by Cabells as a severe violation). Simply because we were not able to identify the owner. 
Meanwhile, the peer review guidelines have been published. The issue of the validity of 
Cabells’ criteria, and the use of the terms / categories “minor”, “moderate” or “severe” will 
not be discussed in detail in this paper. The two examples listed above serve simply as a 
practical application of the CRS score to a real-life case study.

Strengths of this proposal

The CRS-like system we propose has strengths, the most obvious being:

1.	 It is easy to interpret, including for junior researchers and ECRs who may be new to 
the academic publishing landscape. By relying on one aspect of CRSs, but without 
being excessively drawn into the mathematical and modeling aspects that often limit 
their use and interpretation by a wider swathe of academics other than economists and 
finance-related researchers: it allows for more academics to apply the system to their 
own research (individual self-appraisal level). Although widely disputed in terms of their 
relevance, today many authors include the Clarivate Analytic’s IF as an indicator for 
journal quality to their CV’s, but the inclusion of a CRS rating would do more justice to 
the multidimensionality of a journal’s function (Wouters et al., 2019). Universities and 
research centers, including their librarians, can apply the system to assess the appro-
priateness of publishing venues and offer advice to their scholars, researchers, faculty 
members and other staff regarding risk; funders can apply the selection criteria to the 
researchers or institutions that they fund to grade them; indexing agencies and platforms 
like WoS, Scopus, PMC, and Medline can use this system to grade/rate their indexed 
journals and publishers; Google Scholar, which currently includes an indiscriminate 
mixture of scholarly and unscholarly information, including papers published in “preda-
tory” venues, can use this as a sieving mechanism to differentiate valid scholarly from 
potentially risky or unscholarly venues. This strength complements other attempts to 
appraise the scientific literature, such as scite (https://​scite.​ai/), which attempts to assess 
the extent to which articles and other contributions to the scientific literature have been 
substantiated or refuted.

2.	 Our system aids users with risk assessment without necessarily implying any associa-
tion with quality. Stated differently, while the CRS-like system can be used to aid in the 
assessment of journal and publisher quality, in principle, it may also serve as a tool for 

https://scite.ai/
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researchers to assess risk, without making any explicit assumptions about quality. That 
choice (i.e., how the system should be used) should not be forcefully imposed on indi-
vidual academics—who necessarily have to make independent decisions about where to 
publish their work. Rather, this tool expands the publication choices by offering concrete 
and tangible guidance or even a crude form of “protection”, unlike the “Think. Check. 
Submit.” (https://​think​check​submit.​org/) marketing campaign that superficially sounds 
attractive and useful, but in fact provides mostly obvious and self-evident statements 
and serves more of a status and branding symbol than for any practical use. Our tool 
does not intend to limit academic freedoms, thereby empowering younger researchers, 
ECRs and even experienced researchers to find reputable publishing venues using their 
own independent abilities.

3.	 Currently, one of the most prominent market-based tool or system that provides practical 
“advice” is that offered by Cabells. However, their lists/reports, which are essentially 
whitelists and blacklists (Teixeira da Silva, 2020b), despite their euphemistic rebranding 
campaign (Bisaccio, 2020), are not free to access, and may have errors since members 
of the public are not aware (due to restricted access) of their quality criteria clearly; as a 
result, they may be less useful and reliable (Dony et al., 2020). On the other hand, ABDC 
JQL criteria are free to access (ABDC, 2018). Koerber et al. (2020) referred to whitelists 
and blacklists as watchlists and safelists, respectively. Our tool is not a whitelist or a 
blacklist. It is free and perhaps over time (potential future project), it can be converted to 
a free and open online tool where academics can search for specific journals or publish-
ers to appreciate their risk rating/grading in order to make an additional (i.e., in addition 
to, and supplementing, other tools and parameters) informed decision regarding whether 
to select a journal to submit a paper. Being a not-for-profit tool does raise some ques-
tions about sustainability. However, the recent actions of scientists in the biomedical 
and social sciences suggests that altruistic behavior is not merely an unrealistic ideal.3 
Scientists, particularly during the current COVID-19 pandemic, have demonstrated a 
willingness to work together on pressing global issues (Kupferschmidt, 2020).4 Nor 
is it the case that innovative projects, such as the one proposed in this manuscript, are 
unfundable—as startups like scite (discussed above) exemplify.5

4.	 It eliminates the term “predatory” altogether and replaces it with a term that offers pro-
tection to the prospective author rather than a reputationally damaging label to the entity 
(e.g., journal or publisher). This may reduce legal liability, potentially false accusations, 
and the chances of being accused of libel. For example, a journal that is, with clearly 
and publicly indicated criteria and violations of those criteria, and indicated as being 
“high risk” would more likely serve as a more useful alert system to academics than a 
label of “predatory”, without specific criteria, as had occurred with Beall’s blacklists.

5.	 Very importantly, it would ensure that should a blacklist exist with an overlay of our 
proposed system, that three conditions would make it useful, fair, and transparent: i) 
the criteria must be clearly specified, graded, and if there are upgraded versions, then 
the date of validity of each version of those criteria and when they were upgraded, so 

3  https://​www.​psych​ologi​calsc​ience.​org/​obser​ver/​the-​coope​rative-​revol​ution-​is-​making-​psych​ologi​cal-​scien​
ce-​better (November 30, 2018; last accessed: June 4, 2021).
4  https://​www.​nytim​es.​com/​2020/​04/​01/​world/​europe/​coron​avirus-​scien​ce-​resea​rch-​coope​ration.​html 
(April 1, 2020; last accessed: June 4, 2021).
5  https://​medium.​com/​scite/​scite-​award​ed-1-​5-​milli​on-​fast-​track-​sbir-​grant-​from-​the-​natio​nal-​insti​tutes-​of-​
health-​d1ac6​e4ecf​de (May 14, 2020; last accessed: June 4, 2021).

https://thinkchecksubmit.org/
https://www.psychologicalscience.org/observer/the-cooperative-revolution-is-making-psychological-science-better
https://www.psychologicalscience.org/observer/the-cooperative-revolution-is-making-psychological-science-better
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/01/world/europe/coronavirus-science-research-cooperation.html
https://medium.com/scite/scite-awarded-1-5-million-fast-track-sbir-grant-from-the-national-institutes-of-health-d1ac6e4ecfde
https://medium.com/scite/scite-awarded-1-5-million-fast-track-sbir-grant-from-the-national-institutes-of-health-d1ac6e4ecfde
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that readers can associate specific classifications of journals or publishers with spe-
cific sets and versions of criteria; ii) the criteria must be open to the public, similar to 
those of Cabells (Teixeira da Silva, 2020b), for maximum transparency, and the entities 
that manage such lists and their criteria should be clearly indicated, unlike currently 
“upgraded” or “resurrected” Beall blacklists that are under anonymous management, for 
maximum accountability; iii) a fair and open challenge system, managed by an unbiased 
body, akin to public open peer reports, that allows journals to improve on weak criteria, 
and upgrade their CRS rank. By having this CRS-like overlay system in place, even if 
a journal is classified as “junk”, according to a set of academics’ criteria on a specific 
date, a pro-active journal management that cares about quality and scholarly values 
would have the opportunity of “upgrading” its rank at any time. Ultimately, a higher rank 
will translate into greater confidence, trust and acceptance, which in turn will translate 
into greater submissions and a more wholesome business and/or publishing model. 
Conversely, a journal that has shown specific worrisome unscholarly criteria will show 
a lower rank.

6.	 As a self-reliant “alert” system that can be used by academics to screen journals. For 
example, if a journal is considered to be “high risk”, then authors would know that 
submitting to that journal could affect their reputations, whether ECRs, or even matured 
career scientists. This could have downstream application value, more broadly, for fields 
of meta-research, sociology of science, or scientometrics. Furthermore, as the publi-
cation landscape evolves, for example, the possible dissolution and transcendence of 
the scholarly journal (Herman et al., 2020), the CRS-like system may retain its “alert” 
system function, while current, journal-level metrics (e.g. the IF) could lose meaning 
and relevance.

7.	 It could reduce the conflicts of interest and personal and professional bias in evaluating 
the quality of academic journals (e.g., commercial operations, transparency of editorial 
boards and operations, error and fraud detection in papers, etc.) and their ranking since 
all criteria, procedures, and policies are clear, visible, transparent and publicly verifiable, 
in line with best practices and recommendations regarding various metrics (Wilsdon 
et al., 2015). To some extent, this system is not affected by the investigators’ ideologies.

Possible limitations of this proposal

1.	 This framework might be used to create lists that suffer from the same problems high-
lighted above, including false positives and thus lists which may have a high false 
discovery rate. In turn, this would lead to the creation of a hybrid “universal” list that 
is neither white, nor black, nor a determined shade of grey, but a combination of all of 
these, and more, depending on the scale and definition discussed below. The existence 
of several risk categories (Table 1) would then reduce the probability that a journal is 
predatory pre-study, which may be seen as a positive aspect, but still a false positive 
might exist post-study if there is an investigation as to which of the numerous catego-
ries it will be assigned to. See a more detailed discussion in Tsigaris and Teixeira da 
Silva (2021) on this limitation within the context of blacklists. Ultimately, the CRS-like 
tool may best be used, in addition to other tools and criteria, to appraise a journal or 
publisher’s quality, in a form of methodological triangulation (see generally, Heesen 
et al., 2019). This approach would help to reduce the risk of inaccurate appraisals (e.g., 
describing a journal as “high risk”, when it is in fact “low risk”).
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2.	 The risk of using currently existing blacklists to establish new or “updated” black-
lists is extremely risky because they make an incorrect assumption that the “source” 
blacklists are correct or accurate. They are not, as have been debated briefly earlier 
in this paper and elsewhere. Thus, those wishing to establish blacklists, despite the 
risks and warnings, should scrap all current blacklists and establish a new, unbiased, 
transparent (i.e., with curators’ identities transparently indicated) list that is curated 
by a reputable organization, not by a single individual, or preferably a conglomerate 
of higher education authorities (e.g., universities, libraries, publishing organizations, 
and ethics organizations), to offer a global, unbiased service that serves all academics 
and not just select interest groups or commercial interests. Doing so might reduce bias 
and subjectivity, using a ‘red team’ approach “that integrates criticism into each step of 
the […] process” (Lakens, 2020). However, such a control mechanism and centraliza-
tion of “control” regarding how this tool is used and regulated might itself introduce 
issues of bias, power, funding and politicization that frequently characterizes tools that 
initially start as open source but then get absorbed by a for-profit entity. One solution 
may be to openly publish this tool, transparently articulating its criteria and inputs, in an 
open-source friendly repository (e.g., GitHub or GitLab), and submitting all intellectual 
content under a non-commercial, attribution-based licensing designation.

3.	 The possibility of abuse of blacklists and the CRS-like tool by individuals or groups 
that wish to defame or otherwise attack competitors, a threat that can exist for any tool, 
and also for blacklists.

4.	 Like any tool, there is the issue of scale and definition. We have limited the influence of 
this new system to an A-D-based rating (Table 1) and set a “score” between 1 and 50 (or 
more), with a positive and a negative scale (Table 3). However, we can easily envision 
subsequent derivatives of our CRS-like system to have greater fine-scaled definition, 
such as a wider alphabetized system (A-Z, AA-ZZ, etc.), or a fine-grained numbering 
system (to different decimals, e.g., 1.1, 2.65, etc.), or a combination of both (e.g., Aa 
21.45, etc.). In that sense, our proposal is the prototype, subject to change and improve-
ment.

5.	 Although this is a prototype, the issue of “frequency” needs to be considered. How fre-
quently should it be updated, and by whom? Both of these limitations could be overcome 
by maintaining the tool as open source, i.e., the evaluation of a journal or publisher can 
be made at any time provided the criteria are known and recorded at that moment in 
time. Thus, a rating can be assigned at any time or frequency. The big problem associ-
ated with this is verification and reproducibility, not unlike science, i.e., can a separate 
individual or group go back in time and reproduce the rating using available evidence? 
Management and curation of this tool will be a challenge.

6.	 The risk of being gamed, abused or falsified, such as metrics like the IF and CiteScore 
(Teixeira da Silva, 2021c). Editors or publishers of fraudulent journals might, for exam-
ple, plagiarize well-written copyright policies or reviewing guidelines to mimic good 
behavior. They might profile themselves as being ‘international’ as a trope while not 
living up to this ideal (de Rijcke & Stöckelová, 2020). In addition, hijacking (or copying 
titles) of established journals, URLs, or reports associated with legitimate journals and/
or publishers is an additional treat (Kolahi & Khazaei, 2015). These risks, however, are 
the same for every evaluative system. They warrant caution on the side of evaluators as 
well as researchers who make use of journal- or publisher-based ranking tools.
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Discussion and conclusion

This paper is a blue-print. It is not a definitive concept and may, and will likely, suffer alter-
ations over time, either by us or by other groups that might adopt our ideas. We emphasize 
that the CRS-like system that we propose should not be used in any discriminatory or abu-
sive manner, nor as a way to delegitimize academics’ work, to slander them, or otherwise 
label them in a discriminatory or defamatory manner. The system is designed to evaluate 
the risk associated with publishing in a specific journal or with a certain publisher, and 
does not provide any insight at all into the quality of research published in, or with, them. 
The purpose of this system is to fortify currently existing criteria-based systems used in 
“predatory” publishing to appreciate the scholarly nature of a journal or publisher. We pro-
pose that the CRS-like system be used on its own, or as an overlay. Journals and publishers 
could use our tool as a real way to self-improve their own publishing quality, always aim-
ing for higher, and better. Ultimately, it may become one such tool among many CRS-like 
systems, not unlike those found in the financial world. Doing so would provide a rating 
system that would send the signal to academics that it is safe and reliable to publish in a 
venue with a strong CRS-like rank with limited risk, or that submitting to a journal with a 
low rank carries risk (ethical, reputational, etc.). In theory, there are endless useful applica-
tions, although we are cognizant of some weaknesses that could be fortified over time.

Does a journal’s recent resolution to be more rigorous, transparent, or to stop engaging 
in some predatory behavior) offset prior failures in these aspects, and if so, to what degree? 
For example, how would a journal, previously described as being a “high risk” venue, be 
evaluated if, in response to such an evaluation (or other external pressures), it changed its 
publishing practices and behaviors (e.g. implementing more rigorous peer review or doing 
away with exorbitant APCs)? This is not so much a challenge for the tool itself to resolve, 
but rather a philosophical issue that the academic community needs to reflect on now that 
it has this new tool, similar to other tools and criteria that already exist. While ratings using 
our CRS-like tool are not meant to be stagnant or limited to a specific moment in time, 
or time period (e.g., 3 years), the issues of real-time evaluation, reproducibility and other 
issues discussed above would need to be further debated so as not to convert the tool into 
an accusatory weapon or mechanism to attack or defame critics, competitors or foes.

As for any new or existent tool related to rating or scoring systems, there are mas-
sive challenges in dealing with a non-binary set of complexities. Not only are there many 
aspects of the publishing process that can default in terms of their “quality” aspects, such 
aspects are in a constant state of change, and what may be perceived as safe or stable today 
might be unsafe or unstable tomorrow. Tools such as that which we propose in this paper 
have real practical difficulties in dealing with change because they are not real-time tools, 
rather they are reactionary tools that are modified and adjusted as new risks emerge, and 
updated only as frequently as the humans entrusted with this endeavor have the physical 
time, energy and resources to do so. It is likely for this reason, i.e., few have the courage 
and appetite to create and sustain such a system, that Cabells currently has a quasi-monop-
oly on the “quality control” of the “predatory” publishing “market”, an issue that needs 
urgent scrutiny and debate.
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