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Abstract
Background: Plagiarism is a globally prevalent academic misconduct, especially among individuals writing in foreign languages. It involves
idea and word theft and breach of trust, which is harmful not only to the original author but also to the entire system of research by transmitting
false information about the origin of the idea.
Materials and Methods: This article reviews literature on the problem of plagiarism, focusing on its causes, consequences and potential
countermeasures.
Results: The major categories of the causes of plagiarism include academic, personal, external, institutional and technological factors.
Consequences of plagiarism include damage to reputation, retraction of the published article, publication embargo, withdrawal of an
academic degree or loss of employment. Various educational and retributional approaches are needed to reduce the prevalence of the
misconduct.
Conclusion: Combatting the menace of plagiarism requires effective guardianship as well as effective educational and retributional
approaches involving multiple stakeholders.
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Introduction

P

lagiarism constitutes a major category of academic misconduct, along with
fabrication and falsiﬁcation. While there is no consensus deﬁnition on what
constitutes plagiarism (1), the current article will employ the deﬁnition by Yale University
(2), which views plagiarism as “the use of another's work, words, or ideas without
attribution …..……. Plagiarism takes many forms, but it falls into three main categories:
using a source's language without quoting, using information from a source without
attribution, and paraphrasing a source in a form that stays too close to the original.”
Plagiarism is harmful not only to the original author whose idea or expression was stolen
but also to the entire system of research by transmitting false information about the
origin of the idea (3). It represents an infringement of the author's intellectual property (4).
Plagiarism involves (i) breach of trust and (ii) taking credit for something one did not
originate --- attributes condemned in our religious books. For example, in the glorious
Qur'an, Surah an-Nisa', verse 58, Allah says: “God commands you to return things
entrusted to you to their rightful owners” (5). Also, in the Qur'an, Surah Aal Imraan, verse
188, Allah says: “….who rejoice in what they have perpetrated and like to be praised for
what they did not do – never think them [to be] in safety from the punishment, and for
them is a painful punishment.” (5).
The purpose of this paper is to review the causes and consequences of plagiarism as well
as the effective strategies for avoiding it.
The Prevalence of Plagiarism
A survey by Rohwer et al. revealed that as of 2016, only 26% of African biomedical
Journals had a plagiarism policy. In addition, up to 63% of the 495 randomly-selected
articles show some evidence of plagiarism (6), with the number of plagiarized sentences
being four linked sentences or greater than six individual sentences in 17% of the
journals, 3-6 sentences in 19% and one or two sentences in 27%.
Plagiarism was formerly quite prevalent in our Department, Pharmacology and
Therapeutics, Faculty of Basic Clinical Sciences, College of Health Sciences, Usmanu
Danfodiyo University, Sokoto. Between January-February, 2016, all the three MSc
dissertations checked using Turnitin software in the Department revealed signiﬁcant

Annals of Basic and Medical Sciences Vol. 2

No. 2

Jul. - Dec. 2021

147

ISSN: 2782-7550 (Print)

ISSN: 2782-7542 (Online)

https://www.abms.udusok.org
doi.org/10.51658/ABMS.202122.11
Chika… Plagiarism: Its Causes, Consequences and Countermeasures

Consequences of Plagiarism
Plagiarism is associated with several negative
consequences. Researchers who plagiarise may
suffer damage to reputation, retraction of the
published article (17), publication embargo (17) or
even loss of employment. Also, students involved in
plagiarism may be expelled or have their academic
degrees revoked if discovered after graduation (1820). Plagiarists may also be convicted of infringement
of other authors' intellectual property, leading to a ﬁne
or a prison sentence.

levels of plagiarism (with text-similarity of 35-58%)
(unpublished data).
In order to curb the observed trend, an intervention
was immediately instituted in the Department with
education and mentoring of Postgraduate students
about reference management and plagiarism. The
intervention resulted in a signiﬁcant reduction in the
plagiarism rate in the Depar tment. Between
November 2016 and August 2017, out of 4 MSc
dissertations subjected to similarity check using
Grammarly software, 1 (25%) turned out to have a
signiﬁcant level of plagiarism (text-similarity of 33%).
Currently, the extent of plagiarism in the Department is
relatively low (at 20%) (unpublished data).

Typology of Plagiarism
According to Foltýnek et al. (21), plagiarism can be
classiﬁed into ﬁve broad categories: characterspreserving plagiarism, syntax-preserving plagiarism,
semantics-preserving plagiarism, idea-preserving
plagiarism and ghostwriting.

Causes of Plagiarism
Various causes of plagiarism have been suggested,
which can be grouped into ﬁve broad categories:
academic, personal, external, institutional and
technological.

Characters-preserving plagiarism (also referred to as
“copy and paste” plagiarism, direct plagiarism or
clone plagiarism) involves verbatim transcription of
someone's work without appropriate attribution
(putting quotation marks and a citation).

Academic causes include the following: (1) not
knowing how to cite and use textual appropriation
successfully (7); (2) lack of experience in publishing,
with older researchers being less likely to commit
plagiarism compared to younger ones; (3) ignorance
about ethics of publishing, such as: how to perform
acceptable paraphrase and the need to insert
quotation marks for a relatively lengthy statement
copied verbatim.

Syntax-preserving plagiarism includes using technical
tricks to disguise plagiarism or replacing the original
author's phrases with synonyms without changing the
general structure and meaning of the original
passage.
Semantics-preserving plagiarism is exempliﬁed by
translation plagiarism (3), in which a work is
translated and published as original material, not as a
translation. A classic example of translation
plagiarism is represented by the case of an Indian
Professor of Chemistry, Pattium Chiranjeevi (22).

Personal causes incorporate lack of motivation (8); a
desire to achieve high grades (8); Machiavellianism
(9); lack of time management (7); belief that it is
acceptable to borrow into one's writing entire
paragraphs from other sources if the references are
listed at the end (10); thinking that online content and
materials are free to use without any restriction (11);
and the perception of not being caught (7).

Idea-preserving plagiarism: In this category, concepts
and ideas are borrowed without attribution.
Ghostwriting involves hiring somebody to write
unplagiarized material.

External causes comprise belief by students that their
peers cheated and were not caught (12) and cultural
inﬂuence (for instance, Australian students are less
willing to plagiarise others' work than their Chinese
counterparts) (13).

Pointers to Plagiarism
Plagiarism can be suspected if any of the following
pointers exist in the writeup: sudden variation in
writing style; lack of recent references (23) indicating
that an up to date literature was not conducted;
absence of in-text citations and list of references (23);
and list of references in different styles.

Institutional causes include unclear assignment (7);
lenient attitude of lecturers towards plagiarism (14);
poor assessment methods (15); deﬁcient teaching of
research methods (16) and poor supervision by
lecturers (16).
Technological causes incorporate easy access to
online academic sources (7).
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unintentional cosmetic paraphrasing of a source
using synonyms and similar sentence structure
without appropriate attribution: putting quotation
marks and a citation. Accidental plagiarism can
result from uncertainty about citing conventions or
about what constitutes common knowledge and
limited second language resources (1).

punish the deviants and reward the law-abiding
students using grades (for students), publication
embargo and retraction of published articles (for
authors); (iii) to properly cite original sources; and (iv)
to paraphrase.
Proper Attribution of a Source
Citation of sources can effortlessly be performed
using free reference management software tools,
such as Mendeley and Zotero, which interact directly
with commonly used text processing systems, such
as Word. Proper attribution of sources entails that
original, rather than secondary sources, such as
books, should always be cited, except if properly
justiﬁed.

5. Unacknowledged use of ideas from grant proposals
and manuscripts by a reviewer with privileged access
to the materials is a shameful form of plagiarism
involving a breach of trust.
Steps of a Successful Paraphrase
A good paraphrase is focused and shorter than the
original sentence/paragraph. It includes only the part
of the passage which serves as the focus of one's
writeup, not the whole passage. It should be written in
one's own words, without looking at the original
passage. It is essential to change both the structure
and the wording of the original sentence/paragraph.
Changing a sentence/paragraph structure can be
achieved by starting at a different place in the passage
and/or sentence(s), based on the focus of one's
writeup. This will automatically result in some
changes in wording. It may involve breaking up long
sentences, combining short sentences, expanding
certain phrases for clarity, or shortening phrases for
conciseness. Changing the original wording involves
replacing the words with synonyms using a thesaurus
or a collocation dictionary.

Students and authors should be guided by the
following ethical practices related to citation of
sources:
1. Any information or idea obtained from a source
must be documented, provided it is not common
knowledge. Common knowledge can be classiﬁed
into: (a) General common knowledge, such as birth
and death dates of prominent personalities (25);
accepted dates of military combats, political
activities, literary landmarks, and other historical
events; factual information available in various
standard reference sources, including speciﬁc
mathematical facts such as formulae to solve a
quadratic equation or to calculate the area of a circle;
as well as speciﬁc geographical facts, e.g., capitals of
different countries. (b) Field-speciﬁc common
knowledge, such as commonly used methods in a
particular ﬁeld (25) If not sure whether the information
is common knowledge, it is better to cite the source.
2. If any sequence of a phrase is directly borrowed
from a source, even if the information is common
knowledge, those words must be enclosed within
quotation marks and the source credited. The phrase
within quotation marks should be transcribed exactly
as in the source. Also, (i) an ellipsis (... ) may be
employed to indicate a phrase omitted from the
original source, and (ii) any clarifying comment may
be put within brackets [……]. However, researchers
s h o u l d n o t e t h a t to o m a n y q u o t a t i o n s a re
academically unacceptable due to lack of originality,
not plagiarism.

Unethical Methods of Avoiding Plagiarism
These strategies involve using tricks to make a highly
plagiarized work escape detection by plagiarism
software and be scored low in plagiarism rate. Some
of the methods include: (i) Employing Mojibake (a
Japanese term denoting transformation) technique:
In multiple-layered documents, such as pdf ﬁles, it is
possible to transform the textual bottom-layer (read
by the plagiarism software) to meaningless
characters (without changing the characters of the
top-layer visible to the reader and the printer).
Consequently, the plagiarism software will score the
plagiarism rate as 0%, even if the material is highly
plagiarized; (ii) Use of Cyrillic Letters: Anti-plagiarism
software recognizes the Cyrillic letters “a”, “o” and “e”
as different from the corresponding Latin characters;
(iii) Space Replacement: In this technique, spaces
between words are replaced with dots or Chinese
characters in the bottom layer of multilayered
documents (not visible to the reader and the printer).
The meaningless replacement confuses plagiarism
software; (iv) Automatic Translation; (v) Synonyms
Replacement (Cosmetic paraphrase); (vi) Text Image:
If the text of a writeup is put in an image, it will not be
processed by anti-plagiarism software. Therefore,
plagiarized images will not be detected.

3. Recycling one's own previously published words is
also considered plagiarism (self-plagiarism or recycle
plagiarism). A publishing journal expects that any new
article submitted should be original. By recycling their
own previously published words, self-plagiarists are in
deﬁance against such expectation.
4. One should avoid inadvertent plagiarism, which
involves neglecting to cite or misquoting sources, or
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Resources for Avoiding Plagiarism
The resources which are useful in avoiding plagiarism
include: 1. Anti-plagiarism software, such as Turnitin
software (h ps://www.turni n.com/), Grammarly
P r e m i u m
v e r s i o n
( h p s : / / w w w. g r a m m a r l y. c o m / p r e m i u m ) ,
i T h e n t i c a t e
s o f t w a r e
(h ps://www.ithen cate.com/); 2. Google Images
f o r R e v e r s e i m a g e s e a r c h
( h ps://images.google.com/ ); 3. Reference
Management tools, such as Mendeley, Zotero and
E n d N o t e ( 2 6 ) ; 4 . P h ra s e b a n k s , c o l l o c a t i o n
dictionaries and corpora: Examples include
Manchester Academic Phrasebank (27), Oxford
Collocation Dictionary of English
( h ps://www.freecolloca on.com/ ) (28,29) and
OZDIC.COM - English collocation dictionary
(h ps://ozdic.com/) and Corpus of Contemporary
A m e r i c a n E n g l i s h ( h p s : / / w w w. e n g l i s h corpora.org/coca/).

3.

4.
5.
6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

Conclusion
The present review reveals that plagiarism is globally
prevalent, especially among researchers writing in
foreign languages. It also indicates that various
contributory factors (academic, personal, external,
institutional and technological) to plagiarism need to
be addressed to reduce the unwholesome practice to
the barest minimum. Accordingly, to combat the
problem of plagiarism, it is recommended that: 1.
Each university should have a clear plagiarism policy,
which should be well publicized to students and
academic staff; 2. Mechanisms to monitor the
effectiveness of the plagiarism policy should exist
and be functioning; 3. Supervisors should look for
pointers to plagiarism in addition to using plagiarism
detection software; 4. Word ﬁle, not pdf ﬁle, of a
writeup, should be used to check for plagiarism; 5.
Plagiarism should be discouraged, and originality
encouraged, using methods such as grades in
students and academic staff; 6. Each university
should create a centre to support and educate
students and researchers about academic writing
skills and proper citation methods; 7. Awareness
should be raised about intellectual property law
among students and researchers.

12.
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