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Abstract

Academic integrity determines the trust that society has in the quality of education
and the results of scientific research. More broadly, it influences honesty, respect for
ethical principles, and the fair behaviour of society members. Accordingly, higher
education institutions should have clear, transparent and well-communicated policies
to defend academic integrity among all stakeholders. Taking into account the worldwide
dependence on digital technologies, online communication channels should be also
used for this purpose. Using qualitative content analysis, this paper aims to investigate
how academic integrity is framed by Latvian and Lithuanian state-financed universities
in online public spaces in relation to the criteria of an exemplary academic integrity
policy. Given the limited content of publicly available university documents, the
research findings indicated a poor correspondence to the mentioned criteria.
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Introduction
The reiteration of the discussion on ethical issues in academia implies that academic

integrity is impervious to time, so it does not lose its relevance. Academic integrity re-

fers to “compliance with ethical and professional principles, standards and practices by

individuals or institutions in education, research and scholarship” (Tauginienė et al,

2018: 7-8). It transcends all kinds of activities carried out at and by a university that

may become sensitive due to ethical concerns and related conflicts.

The need to identify ethical issues in academia requires being in regular search of ef-

ficient solutions of how to prevent malpractices and intervene when they appear. The

search for such solutions is normal practice; a systematic approach of shaping, imple-

menting, auditing, revisiting, and further developing institutional values and related

norms comprises the essential stages of ethics management (Kaptein 1998; Pučėtaitė

and Lämsa 2008; Vasiljevienė 2006; Wieland 2003). In spite of these developmental

stages, ethics management does not always take the same transition pathway in all re-

gions, particularly in estimating the level to which ethics infrastructure (or ethics man-

agement tools) is developed. Ethics infrastructure covers various means, such as ethics

training, ethics committees, codes of ethics, helplines, and ombudsman or compliance

services, ethics audit and so forth (Driscoll and Hoffman 1999; Francis and Armstrong

2003; Tauginienė 2016; Vasiljevienė 2006; Vasiljevienė and Jakimenko 2012).
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These means serve to embed institutional values that consequently assist in pro-

moting ethical behaviour. However, each organisation determines which of the

means should come first; therefore, the development of ethics infrastructure and

ethics management may also be uneven.

In Baltic countries such as Latvia and Lithuania, accomplishment of academic integ-

rity policy differs. As evidence of this, in Lithuania academic integrity is described in

numerous university documents; therefore, it is dispersed into a few area-specific regu-

lations, codes of ethics, and other university core documents (such as strategy and stra-

tegic plan) (e.g. Tauginienė 2015, 2016). Meanwhile, in Latvia, aspects and concerns of

academic integrity in public communication are generally disregarded, and clear ter-

minology (even, for example, the definition of plagiarism) has not been developed

(Upleja 2012). A number of academic integrity issues in both Latvian and Lithuanian

universities are also described in reports developed under the Impact of Policies for

Plagiarism in Higher Education across Europe (IPPHEAE) project (Stabingis 2013, 2014).

Furthermore, the publication of university policies linked to some extent with aca-

demic integrity is an important means of substantiating university social responsibility.

In principle, such policies are part of the set of core university policies and determine

the identity role of universities (Albert and Whetten 1985; Winter and O’Donohue

2012). Hence, the way universities make decisions mirrors whether and to what extent

in reality they follow the policies. These policies usually define what is acceptable and

unacceptable and describe responsible bodies, procedures, and sanctions. Such a policy

structure implies a university’s concern for academic integrity; therefore, university as-

sumes its responsibility through the need to comprehensively internalize academic in-

tegrity. This facilitates gaining societal trust and increasing university performance

credibility towards university-related stakeholders. In addition to this, responding prop-

erly and promptly to malpractices shows a university’s ability to deal with them. When

malpractices are escalated in online public spaces, such as the media, it implies that

ethics infrastructure operates rather formally. As a result, a university’s reputation, the

professionalism of its staff (e.g., Bridges 1998; Leja 2010) and alumni (e.g., Bieliauskaitė

2014), and trustworthiness in its activities might be questionable. It would definitely

also translate into doubt about both university social responsibility and the ethics man-

agement that should enable it. Another aspect of having publicly available university

policies related to academic integrity is a way of showing accountability towards the ex-

pectations of society as taxpayers. Society expects that any employer should be able to

rely on education as credible and uncompromised through receiving professional ser-

vices or products (e.g. Bieliauskaitė 2014).

Another significant factor is the dependence of modern society on technology: stu-

dents entering universities in the last few years are considered to be a digital generation

(Echenique 2014; Jones and Shao 2011) with extensive use of mobile internet for acces-

sing social network portals, multimedia content, entertainment sites, news portals, and

websites of interest. In this context, digital technologies, and especially online commu-

nication channels, should be also used for communicating and defending academic in-

tegrity among students, teachers and researchers, and the general public. IPPHEAE

reports also suggest that Latvian and Lithuanian universities should improve the public

availability of policies and procedures for plagiarism prevention and punishment, as

well as for intellectual property preservation (Stabingis 2013, 2014).
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Given the scale of issues interconnected to articulating academic integrity publicly

and institutionally, this paper aims to examine how academic integrity is framed by Lat-

vian and Lithuanian state-financed universities in online public spaces. In line with this

aim, the research question is how academic integrity policy in Latvian and Lithuanian

state-financed universities satisfies the components of an exemplary academic integrity

policy. To do this, qualitative content analysis was conducted of publicly available uni-

versity documents and relevant press articles of the selected universities.

The next section of this paper provides a literature review on academic integrity

policy, followed by the methodological approach and findings. The paper ends with

conclusions.

Academic integrity policy
The way a university substantiates academic integrity in its policy statements will pre-

determine its potential effect, but its actual effectiveness will only be achieved if the

university coherently interconnects its policies and procedures with its practice (Bretag

et al. 2011). Such a policy is not itself sufficient to establish academic integrity, as this

requires a long-term and colossal effort that should be followed with additional

prevention-and-intervention-driven activities (e.g., training, establishing related proce-

dures) and aligned with university core activities, such as teaching and learning prac-

tices, scientific activity and others. Academic integrity policy seems effective when it is

a formal process rather than a case-by-case method (Winters Spain and Robles 2011)

and coherent with the variety of initiatives that are undertaken in a university,

without any leeway (Kolb et al. 2015). In addition to this, it is implied that aca-

demic integrity policy would be more effective if developed by those to whom it is

supposed to be applied, so it would be better accepted and respected (Löfström

2016; Richards et al. 2016).

In line with academic integrity policy effectiveness, some components need to be

identified whereby academic integrity policy could serve as an example to achieve this.

Bretag et al. (2011) distilled five components of exemplary academic integrity policy –

access, approach, responsibility, detail, and support. No priority is given to any of these

components, i.e. all components are interrelated. Access refers to simple and easy avail-

ability of academic integrity policy for any stakeholder in terms of acquiring and under-

standing it. Approach evidences a “systematic and sustained commitment to the values

of academic integrity and the practices that ensure it” (Bretag et al. 2011, p. 9). Respon-

sibility relates to the scale of relevant stakeholders to whom responsibility is addressed,

including all kinds of levels (such as individual, organisational, education system, and

social). Detail unfolds what level of detail was given to describe ethical infringements

when classifying them, and explaining levels of severity. Support testifies what other ac-

tivities are envisaged to embed academic integrity, i.e. other ethics management tools.

Methodological approach
Sample

In this paper we focus on Latvian and Lithuanian public universities that are the largest

by the number of enrolled students and, therefore, supposedly have the greater impact

on society. According to statistics of 2017, Latvia has 16 state-financed and 11 private
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universities (Izglītības un zinātnes ministrija 2017). However, only four of all public uni-

versities could be considered the largest ones as they cover 73% of the student popula-

tion funded from the state budget. In 2016, 14 public and 7 private universities

operated in Lithuania (Lietuvos statistikos departamentas 2017). Three major Lithu-

anian public universities cover 48% of the student population in public higher educa-

tion. These Baltic universities carry out activities in all scientific fields, ranging from

social sciences and humanities to biomedical, physical, and technological sciences.

Data collection

Documents are generally useful in understanding a current situation (Grady 1998).

According to Hancock et al. (2009) they help to “understand the philosophy of an

organization” (p. 19). Atkinson and Coffey (2011) note that in the context of the perva-

sive significance of documentary records (including electronic and digital resources) in

the contemporary world, documentary realities should be studied in a careful way be-

cause they allow understanding how organizations work, justify themselves to relevant

stakeholders, and publicize themselves.

To acquire evidence on academic integrity policy, we looked for two types of publicly

available documents (so-called public records): a) academic integrity policies and other

related regulations available on the websites of the selected public universities; and b)

press articles related to academic integrity or other ethical issues in the selected public

universities on the most popular Latvian and Lithuanian news portals. The second set

of documents – press articles – supplement university policies in the way that univer-

sities explain these policies publicly, either on their own initiative or at the request of a

journalist. This helps to comprehend the university philosophy regarding academic in-

tegrity in a more thorough way and provides real-life interpretations of the policies.

Moreover, each press article reflects different voices as the journalist interviews all

stakeholders that agree to discuss a particular case publicly. Press articles usually con-

tain quoted excerpts from interviews with stakeholders.

The acquisition and processing of documents from the university websites proceeded

in two steps: 1) searching documents on academic integrity using a site map and navi-

gating available menus; and 2) searching additional documents by entering diverse

keywords (e.g. ethics, academic integrity/honesty, plagiarism in Latvian/Lithuanian lan-

guage) in the search field. After completing these steps, no academic integrity policy

was detected as a single and separate document in any selected universities; however,

mentions on academic integrity occurred in specific regulations. In general, the corpus

of the identified documents included 41 documents in Latvia and 84 documents in

Lithuania which mention academic integrity to some extent. These documents serve

different purposes, e.g., university statutes, codes of ethics, and diverse education, re-

search and scholarship-related regulations, such as related to organisation of studies,

doctoral studies in a certain field of research, paper writing, traineeship, evaluation of

achievements, and so forth.

To investigate how news portals frame academic integrity to lay people, we used

Gemius internet research data on the most visited online news portals in Latvia and

Lithuania (Gemius Baltic 2018; Gemius Latvia 2017) and entered the same keywords to

search for press articles related to the selected public universities. Maintaining the same
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line of search helped us to consistently portray how universities delineate academic in-

tegrity in online public spaces and how this delineation shifts within the last 5 years

(namely during the period of 2013–2017) while raising public awareness. As a result,

we identified 33 press articles in total for both countries (Table 1).

Data analysis

Having collected all necessary documents, we proceeded to read them and highlight

how the components of an exemplary academic integrity policy – access, approach, re-

sponsibility, detail, and support (Bretag et al. 2011) – are addressed. Hence, the re-

search question is how academic integrity policy in Latvian and Lithuanian

state-financed universities satisfies the components of an exemplary academic integrity

policy. To answer this research question, we used the qualitative content analysis to

examine university documents and press articles. The content analysis allowed us to

study with what situational context academic integrity policy is associated (George,

2009). Situational contexts helped us to understand who interacts with whom, under

what circumstances and to what extent.

Findings
The main set of collected data is presented in Table 2. Data analysis on academic

integrity policy is profiled by country.

Latvia

Access

The websites of the three Latvian universities do not include a single (separate) section

fully designated for documentary records on academic integrity (LV1, LV3, LV4), except

for one university that has an integrated section titled “Academic ethics” on its website

(LV2). However, it is difficult to find this section as it can only be reached after per-

forming five clicks. Other universities have a main document on academic integrity – a

code of ethics – located among other documents related to university performance,

and usually this needs up to four clicks to open it.

Approach

Two universities additionally provide such a document as a code (rules) for academic

integrity (LV2, LV4). While the code of ethics mainly defines university ethical values

and principles of ethical behaviour with a sporadic mention of possible academic mal-

practice, the code of academic integrity lists different types of breaches for different

stakeholders and describes punishment mechanisms.

Furthermore, educative and preventive mechanisms towards academic integrity used

by the universities are publicly unreported. One of the universities declares that it pro-

vides an opportunity for students to check their work for plagiarism before final

Table 1 Number of press articles

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 Total

Latvia 0 4 5 1 1 11

Lithuania 2 2 1 1 16 22
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submission, but this is a chargeable service (LV1). Another university still keeps on its

website several publications by university staff on academic integrity, especially related

to fraud, plagiarism, and academic integrity, but they were last updated in 2009 (LV2).

Although there are some provisions explaining forms of unethical behaviour and

encouraging ethical behaviour, sanctions related to academic malpractices, espe-

cially from the students’ side, are disproportionally greatly described. Hence, the

predominance of sanctioning allows Latvian universities to be characterized as tak-

ing rather a punitive approach.

Responsibility

All four universities mainly address the individual responsibility of researchers, stu-

dents, academics, and other professional staff. The evidence of responsibility at institu-

tional, educational system and society levels is minimally presented in the documents

and press articles.

Detail

The sets of academic integrity-related malpractices are quite different among the se-

lected universities. Two universities communicate explicitly a detailed list of academic

breaches linked to different stakeholders – students, scientific performance, and admin-

istration – in the code of academic integrity (LV2, LV4). While some of the breaches

are common for all stakeholders (e.g. plagiarism and falsification), others are defined

only for a particular audience (e.g. formal participation in group work for students). At

the same time, some types of academic malpractices are not named clearly but they are

delivered as a type of behavioural guidelines on what should not be done or followed.

Both these universities mention detailed sanctioning mechanisms for student academic

malpractice, while possible sanctions for academic and other university staff are redir-

ected into a kind of disciplinary sanction. One of the universities provides a description

of possible types of plagiarism and some specifications, such as amount of plagiarized

text, or presence/absence of a student’s previous dishonest practice that should be

taken into account while evaluating a specific case of plagiarism (LV2). Another univer-

sity defines four levels of severity of academic malpractices: bad academic practice, pla-

giarism, very serious plagiarism, and rigorous academic malpractice (LV4). Afterwards,

the university focuses on different types of plagiarism, illustrates them with examples

and aligns them with the four levels of severity and guidelines for applying sanctions in

each case. In two other universities, information on academic malpractices is very

scarce – academic breaches are not named properly and not arranged by the level of

severity (LV1, LV3).

The universities have a different number of definitions of concepts related to aca-

demic integrity. In general, definitions of plagiarism, academic integrity, self-plagiarism,

unauthorized aid, fabrication, and copying can be found in the documents. Two univer-

sities are consistent in their use of the definitions of the concepts (LV2, LV3) while the

other two give different definitions of the same concept in different documents (LV1,

LV4). For the latter universities, such a stance implies a poor vocabulary on academic

integrity, hence the lack of an institutionalised understanding of academic integrity.
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Only one university provides very detailed information on reporting and handling

procedures of academic malpractice (LV2). Two of the selected universities publicly

present a complaint form about student malpractice (LV2, LV4). The reporting and

handling procedures in other universities are described in a vague way, leaving out the

description of many important aspects such as specific deadlines, requirements for an

ethics commission (e.g. scale and ratio of representativeness) and roles of members

(such as chair, vice-chair, secretary), etc. Appeal procedures in relation to academic

malpractices are typically disregarded and, in the best case, there is a reference to the

common university appeal procedure described in some other regulations.

Two of the four universities are most often mentioned in the press articles (LV2,

LV3), while the other two are referred to extremely rarely (LV1, LV4). The most articles

describe the universities using local text-matching software. In a few other press arti-

cles, various representatives of the universities (usually not administrative staff ) mainly

provide their own subjective judgments in relation to plagiarism and/or contract cheat-

ing without referring to the accepted policy on academic integrity of the university

which might have been expected. However, only one university presents clearly in some

press articles the university’s position on alleged plagiarism in staff theses and contract

cheating (LV2).

Support

A commission of ethics is established in all four universities, while two universities

make publicly available regulations related to the commission’s functioning (LV1, LV2)

and one incorporates the its operational principles in the code of ethics (LV3). Further-

more, text-matching software is mentioned both in the publicly available documents

and in the press articles. The universities use a common local automatic text-matching

system shared by many Latvian universities. One university, over the last few years,

additionally has used internationally recognized Turnitin software, and a very detailed

instruction on its use is publicized (LV3).

Lithuania

Access

The selected university websites provide a separate section where all university main

documents and further links to other area-specific sub-sections (e.g., research, for stu-

dents) are provided. Usually, it needs up to two clicks to gain access either to a code of

ethics or the information on ethics committee; however, up to four clicks are needed to

find other regulations in which academic integrity and dishonesty are further

mentioned.

Approach

Codes of ethics in the selected universities are of nearly identical content, but of differ-

ent linguistic construction that, in turn, transforms the message on academic integrity

rather into educative approach. For example, “the following behaviours contravene the

principle of academic integrity: <…>” (LT3-D19); “From ethical perspective academic

community members ought to <…> actively follow standards of academic integrity

<…> in the process of studies and research performance” (LT2-D15).
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Responsibility

University documents mostly address individual responsibility, while in press articles

the sense of responsibility is raised to the level of universities as institutions responsible

for the quality of higher education and research, as well as to the level of the education

system and social responsibility. However, the latter level of responsibility is under-

developed due to a lack of attention until lately, only since 2017: it is unclear whether

the education system and social responsibility have the potential to be further suffi-

ciently and properly addressed.

Detail

A code of ethics appears to be an essential document for shaping academic integ-

rity policy. It delivers a wide spectrum of malpractices (see Table 2) whereas

other university regulations mention very few of them again. The lists of aca-

demic integrity breaches coincide to a large extent. Furthermore, universities do

not name all malpractices as concepts or terms, but rather mostly describe them

by attributes or suggest a narrow definition of certain terms, such as plagiarism

and authorship.

The diversification of academic integrity breaches is dissimilar in the selected univer-

sities. There are mentions that attention should be paid to the level of severity, or sanc-

tions are imposed based on whether the academic integrity breach is committed for the

first time or repeatedly. Nevertheless, doctoral regulations envisage more no-choice

sanctions, such as expulsion due to unethical behaviour (LT1, LT3) and revocation of

doctoral degree due to scientific misconduct (LT1-LT3).

Reporting and handling procedures are published online by two universities (LT2,

LT3). It is clear to whom, what and how to report (e.g. requirements for the structure

of a complaint); however, university handling procedures lack clarity. For example, pro-

visions regarding decision-making, such as form, timing, and type of meetings (open,

closed) are described and recording of meetings is envisaged, but the principle of confi-

dentiality is explicitly addressed only in one university (LT2). An appeal procedure is

allowed in one university as well (LT1).

In addition to this, in the press articles eight malpractices are publicly discussed,

among which the prevailing one is (self ) plagiarism (18 press articles). The public de-

bate on these malpractices involves diverse stakeholders. Among them are politicians

(e.g., parliamentarians, vice-minister of education and science), the ombudsman for

academic ethics and procedures, and the policy advisor to the President of the Republic

of Lithuania, university administration (e.g. rectors, chairpersons of ethics committees),

alleged infringers and other academics. This sense of concern derives from sensitive

cases where either additional details related to malpractices are presented (e.g. how a

university administration makes progress on handling a particular case), or all public

speakers are asked to refrain from comments and interfering with a particular case

once an ombudsman for academic ethics and procedures makes a decision. Such

moderate debate testifies the spotlight on academic integrity. As an example, a

president of the Lithuanian university rectors’ conference announced that he will

set up a Working Group for Academic Ethics and Integrity to provide uniform

thematic guidelines for universities.

Anohina-Naumeca et al. International Journal for Educational Integrity  (2018) 14:8 Page 11 of 14



Support

The selected universities have established ethics committees and reference their regula-

tions. However, one out of three universities made ethics committees’ regulations on

handling malpractices publicly available – it published two regulations, one relating to

legal violations and the second relating to academic integrity breaches (LT1), while

others incorporated few procedures (e.g. reporting, handling) into the code of ethics.

Since 2006 all universities use the Lithuanian Academic Electronic Library’s devel-

oped aggregated open access repository that allows one to compare an uploaded paper

with its collections, such as bachelor’s and master’s theses, doctoral dissertations and

their summaries, journals, books, proceedings, working papers and empirical data. Only

students upload their papers, usually at the very final stage just before the submission

for defence. These rules are described in regulations for studies organising and/or regu-

lations regarding final papers.

Conclusion
The research findings have revealed several similarities in framing academic integrity in

Latvian and Lithuanian public universities. In both countries, a code of ethics serves as

a core message on academic integrity and all selected universities make it publicly avail-

able. However, the access to these codes of ethics is not always easily traceable.

Academic integrity-related provisions are integrated also in a few other university docu-

ments. This shows explicitly that academic integrity in academia is significant, but, we

assume, not necessarily well managed. Additionally, the selected universities describe a

large set of breaches in their regulations; however, a (proper) classification by the level

of severity is basically missing. Discussions on academic malpractices in online press ar-

ticles are limited, mostly considering plagiarism and contract cheating. The procedures

for effective management of academic malpractices are mainly established in the se-

lected universities, but they are rarely presented at a sufficient level of detail. In both

countries, the universities have minimal organisational (i.e. ethical committee) and

technical tools (i.e. text-matching software) for supporting academic integrity policy.

Despite these similarities, the countries differ in their approach to academic integrity.

While the Latvian universities follow principally a punitive approach, Lithuanian uni-

versities additionally communicate the message on academic integrity from an educa-

tive perspective. Then, mainly individual responsibility is addressed in the Latvian

university regulations and online press articles, while the Lithuanian university reg-

ulations proceed to raise academic integrity-related responsibility to the institu-

tional, education system and social levels. In general, the research findings reaffirm

that ethics management usually takes different transition pathways in different

countries and regions.

Hence, the findings of the research clearly show that the academic integrity policy of

the largest Latvian and Lithuanian public universities cannot fully satisfy the compo-

nents of an exemplary academic integrity policy. The significant limitation of this study

is its focus on online publicly available university documents and press articles. This

type of evidence delivers only a limited view of university real-life practice, and impedes

the evaluation of some components of exemplary academic integrity policy, such as de-

tail and support, in appropriate volume.
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The importance of the research should not be limited to the countries of Latvia and

Lithuania. At national and international levels, it could serve as a starting point for fur-

ther comparative studies. Learning different stages of academic integrity policy develop-

ment could be used for mapping European countries to better understand causes of

academic integrity policy ineffectiveness, as well helping universities to reshape their

current policies and aligning them with their core activities, namely teaching, learning

and research. Moreover, the research allows further discussion and refining of method-

ology for addressing academic integrity policy in online public spaces.
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