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Editorial practice

Hoaxed by a
Nonsense Paper

Have you ever received e-mails from 
publishers asking you to submit research 
papers to their journals? At a time when 
getting your paper published can mean a lot 
of hard work, it’s tempting to think that life 
could be a lot easier – why not accept 
the invitation? It seems that some 
publishers have sensed this desire 
and are prepared to cash in. 

In particular, the open ac-
cess publisher, Bentham Science, 
whose enthusiastic e-mails to 
researchers have been equated 
with spamming. Thinking it was 
too good to be true, Philip Dav-
is, a communication science stu-
dent from Cornell University, decid-
ed to put Bentham to the test, “In a 
period of 2 weeks, I received 3 e-mail 
messages from Bentham Science. One 
promised me a position on their ‘pres-
tigious’ editorial board, another asked 
me for a submission to a journal outside 
my field, a third was seeking any submis-
sion remotely related to social sciences. Just 
how desperate was this publisher for a man-
uscript? Would they accept my submission 
as long as I was willing to pay their $800 
submission fee?”

Encouraged by Kent Anderson, an exec-
utive director from the New England Journal 
of Medicine, Davis decided to send in an ob-
viously fake paper to see how the publish-
ers would react. He created the paper using 
SCIgen, software created by graduate stu-

dents at the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology that generates a paper that is “gram-
matically correct, although completely non-
sensical. SCIgen even generates figures, ta-
bles and a set of references. These papers 
look professional, until you read them.” For 
example, the introduction began “Compact 
symmetries and compilers have garnered 
tremendous interest from both futurists 
and biologists in the last several years. The 

flaw of this type of solution, however, 
is that DHTs can be 

made emphatic, 
large-scale and 

extensible. Along 
these same lines, 

the drawback 

of this type of ap-
proach, however, is that 
active networks and SMPs can 
agree to fix this riddle.” 
Davis and Anderson signed 

their paper with pseudonyms, gave their 
affiliation as ‘The Center for Research in 
Applied Phrenology’ in New York and sub-
mitted it to Bentham’s The Open Infor-
mation Science Journal on January 29th. 
Bentham confirmed receipt next day, then 
four months later, on June 3rd, notified the 
authors that their article had been accept-
ed. “This is to inform you that your submit-
ted article has been accepted for publica-
tion after peer-reviewing process,” wrote 
Sana Mokarram, Assistant Manager of the 

Publication. But what peer-reviewing proc-
ess? There were no reviewer comments but 
plenty of details about how to pay the $800 
fee to be sent to a post office box in the SAIF 
Zone, a tax-free complex in the United Arab 
Emirates!

At this point, Davis withdrew the pa-
per, preferring to save his money. But he 
did present his findings in a blog to ‘The 
Scholarly Kitchen’, a website for “What’s 
hot and cooking in scholarly publishing,” 
from where it was picked up by journal-
ists. Once he learned about the hoax, Bam-
bang Parmanto, the editor-in-chief of The 
Open Information Science Journal, resigned. 
Parmanto, an information scientist at the 
University of Pittsburgh, said he had not 
seen the manuscript or any peer review 
comments before it was accepted. Indeed 
he hadn’t even been informed that it was ac-
cepted! “I think this is a breach of policy,” he 
said. The journal was founded by Bentham 
in 2008 and Parmanto said he had reviewed 
other manuscripts for the journal but that 
he was resigning from his volunteer posi-
tion to avoid being “taken advantage of” 
any further. Despite this, Bentham insist-
ed that the manuscript had been reviewed 
by one member of the journal’s editorial 
board. “The review process didn’t work,” 
Parmanto told Nature. “The publisher could 
take advantage of the fees and that is why 
I want to leave.”

Mahmood Alam, director of publica-
tions at Bentham Science Publishers, said 
that “submission of fake manuscripts is a 
totally unethical activity and must be con-
demmned,” and insisted that Bentham had 
“a rigorous peer review process.” On their 
open access website, ‘Bentham Open’ 

Paul the Postdoc
 OH GOD! ALREA-
 DY SIX MONTHS
    WITHOUT ANY
         RESULTS!

   NO DOUBT,
 I‘M ONE OF THE 
WORST RESEAR-
CHERS IN THE
   WORLD

 I CLEARLY
CHOSE THE
 WRONG
    PATH.

  I KNEW I SHOULD HAVE 
TRIED FOR A ROLE IN 
“ASTERIX“ OR "PEANUTS“.


