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EDITORIAL

SCIENTIFIC MISCONDUCTS: PAPER MILLS IN
PERU

Percy Mayta-Tristan(®'2, Ruben Borja-Garcia>'a

! General Directorate of Research, Development and Innovation, Universidad Cientifica del Sur, Lima, Peru.

2 Physician.

Peru has increased its scientific production in recent years as a result of the 2014 university
reform and the licensing process of universities and medical schools by the National Superin-
tendence of Higher Education (SUNEDU) 2. In addition, institutions with higher scientific
production are better positioned in university rankings %; likewise, their teachers and students
are recognized as researchers (RENACYT researcher) by the Peruvian National Council for
Science, Technology, and Innovation (CONCYTEC) ©.

This situation has led to a greater interest among the university community regarding re-
search and publication in indexed journals, with changes in research training strategies such as
the acceptance of theses in scientific article format ©”, development and support for research
groups ®, as well as creating incentives for teachers who publish ©, including the bonus for
research teachers that exists by law for public universities ‘%, among others.

One of the consequences of these changes is that both researchers and institutions may
favor the publication of certain types of manuscripts to increase their production, such as con-
ferences in congresses (proceeding papers) and letters to the editor (particularly commentary
letters, on the same topic, published in different journals), which are more rapidly published,
and are reflected in a growing trend in the country, especially the former (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Evolution of the publication of documents by Peruvian authors in Scopus according
to type of document, Scopus 2013-2021.
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Table 1. Typification of manuscript mill practices. *

Practices of manuscript mills (scientific articles)

Manuscript ghostwriting: another person who is not part of the list of “authors” writes the manuscript to be published. It can have different mo-

dalities:

“Pseudo-original” manuscripts that include data that are not their own, which can be false, stolen or manipulated; it also includes the manipulation
of images. They may be systematic reviews with or without meta-analysis, bibliometric studies or proceeding papers.

Review articles, commentaries, essays, or letters to the editor.

Translation of manuscripts first published in a language other than English and then submitted to a journal in English, or vice versa
(particularly in the case of theses, from English to Spanish).

Theses and academic research papers with or without real data. They use the term “consulting” as a front for ghostwriting. ®

Simulation of the research process, mainly for thesis or institutional work.

Elaboration of the research protocol and management of the approval and support process. ®

Provision of plagiarized or fraudulent databases.

Purchase and sale of manuscripts.

Purchase of articles from researchers, in order to offer the complete article or authorship positions.

Sale of authorship or authorship position in manuscripts in which they have not participated.

Manipulation of the publication process.

Ensure rapid publication in journals managed by them or related companies, without a review process. In some cases, these journals
officially do not charge for publication so as not to be considered predatory. ®

Fake peer review or manipulation of the review process, including the possibility of impersonating reviewers by sending fake email
accounts of real researchers when suggesting reviewers for the article.

Selection, submission, and follow-up services to scientific journals, particularly to predatory journals linked or not linked to them. This
may include the use of a fake “corresponding author2 email address or the direct management of an email account that is not that of the

“corresponding author”.

Publication of congress lectures (proceeding papers) managed by themselves. ®

Publication of “research books” which may be a thesis or own or simulated research in the format of a book with ISBN managed by them.

May include a fake peer review certificate. ®

* Adapted from Perez-Neri et al @?.
® Added from the practices evidenced in Peru.

Research incentive and recognition policies have a positive
purpose for the institutions, the country, and the researchers.
However, there are at least five elements in this Peruvian pro-
cess that are a potential breeding ground for research malprac-
tices to occur if there are not adequate controls:

1. In 2018, CONCYTEC included in the evaluation cri-
teria for RENACYT researchers, in addition to selec-
tive and recognized databases such as Scopus, Core
Collection of Web of Science (Science Citation Index
Expanded, Social Science Citation Index) and SciELO,
a diversity of publishers and databases (e.g., Latindex)
that did not have the same filters as the others; CON-
CYTEC also included research books in the score.

2. A regular professor at a public university who is recogni-
zed as a RENACYT researcher by CONCYTEC receives
a bonus corresponding to 50% of his or her salary from
the Ministry of Education and a reduction of his or her
teaching time to one course per year.
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3. Universities, mostly private, provide bonuses to their
professors and researchers if they publish manuscripts in
indexed journals.

4. For the new institutional licensing process by SUNEDU,
as well as for human medicine licensing, it is required to
accredit a percentage of teachers who are RENACYT.

A greater concern of universities to appear and be in a
better position in university rankings.

This has contributed to a “publish or perish” culture that
can lead to bad scientific practices such as authorship issues
(gifted, invited) !V, redundant publication "2, plagiarism ¥,
data manipulation ¥, as well as publication in predatory
journals 1),

At least 1% of the production from the nine universi-
ties with the highest scientific output is found in potentia-
lly predatory journals indexed in Scopus; there is a growing
trend over the years, and it is suspected that this may occur
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more frequently in other universities with a recent interest
in research '®. Predatory journals prioritize self-interest,
and their sole purpose is profit. They are characterized by
presenting misleading or false content, do not follow good
editorial and publication practices, lack transparency, and
use aggressive strategies to seek articles for publication 7.
In addition, they tend to have -if they do have it- a quick and
insubstantial peer review process that does not guarantee
the quality of the content; they also have short publication
periods (819,

In recent years, along with the sale and purchase of the-
ses 29, there has been a proliferation of advertisements from
local companies dedicated to “helping” university professors
to become RENACYT researchers, offering them, in the best
scenario, to publish their studies or theses in journals inclu-
ded in Latindex, often linked to the same company. In other
cases, they offer the entire research process up to publica-
tion, without the certainty that there was a real study behind
it (there would be manipulation of data or plagiarism). Ad-
vertisements have also been detected from companies that
offer and buy authorships, the cost of which increases as the
level of indexing and impact of the journal increases.

These types of fraudulent organizations are referred to as
“paper mills” and are a recent and growing global problem,
aimed at distorting the scientific research and publication
process "9, The Committee of Publication Ethics (COPE)
describes it as “process by which manufactured manuscripts
are submitted to a journal for a fee on behalf of researchers
with the purpose of providing an easy publication for them,
or to offer authorship for sale” @Y. These manuscript mills
may include one or more of these practices, which are grou-
ped into manuscript ghostwriting, simulation of the research
process, buying and selling manuscripts, and manipulation
of the research process (Table 1) @2.

It is necessary to typify this kind of malpractice, which in
turn includes other kinds within itself, in order to detect and
sanction it. In the first place, it is necessary to identify the
manuscript mills operating in the country and the journals
associated with them. Likewise, the people who promote
them, who, if they are researchers affiliated to an academic
institution, should be investigated, and sanctioned.

In some cases it is possible that the teacher, out of igno-
rance, acquires this service thinking that it is a form of su-
pport for the writing and publication of articles, but in other
scenarios there is a direct intention to commit fraud since
they seek to be authors of research that they have not done or
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individuals and institutions. Therefore, bad practices should
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those that are growing, such as manuscript mills.
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