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Abstract

Although there is much research on the contract cheating phenomenon, there is
very little research on the legal solutions available to address such problems and
almost zero research on the contract cheating phenomenon specifically in Kosovo in
the Western Balkan region. This article presents the current situation with regard to
contract cheating in Kosovo and compares it to western countries, with the aim of
identifying the best international practices for combating contract cheating. We also
present the results of a study we conducted which suggest that the term “contract
cheating” is not well defined in university legal documents, nor is there a consistent
understanding of what constitutes contract cheating. Consequently, the perpetrators
are not being punished. Results from our online survey also show that 5% to 20% of
students use contract cheating services, and they are paying an estimated fee of
between 100 and 200 euros and in some cases, more than 250 euros.
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Introduction
Contract cheating is one of the most serious threats to quality education, and nega-

tively impacts workplace professionalism and society as a whole, regardless of location.

All Higher Education Institutions (HEI) face this phenomenon and have to address it.

Thus far, the problem of contract cheating has been raised mainly through media

reports and civil society (Krasniqi 2015; Bytyçi 2017). There is no specific research on

contract cheating and only a few research papers that indirectly consider contract

cheating (Kosumi and Leka 2018). Moreover, there is no research or data specific to

Kosovo.

The aim of this research is to present the current situation with regard to the con-

tract cheating problem in Kosovo and compare it to the situation in western countries.

In doing so, we aim to identify the best international practices for combating contract

cheating, focusing on legal solutions, including legislation, HEI statutes, and study reg-

ulations. The importance of the present research is twofold: firstly, it will be the first

research conducted on contract cheating specifically in Kosovo, and secondly, the

research method is unique in this context. The researchers developed a questionnaire
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to obtain primary data from students, academic staff and alumni about contract cheat-

ing acts. The researchers then applied a comparative approach, bringing together infor-

mation from Kosovo and other countries in order to identify better preventative

measures, focusing on legal measures. We also conducted informal interviews with HEI

managerial staff and undertook an extensive literature review.

In order to propose a comprehensive and appropriate approach for combating con-

tract cheating in HEIs in Kosovo, the following research questions are addressed in the

present research:

1. What is the current situation in Kosovo with regard to contract cheating?

2. Are there any legal measures put in place by HEIs in Kosovo to combat contract

cheating?

3. Can a new approach be implemented in Kosovo, considering the local context?

In answering these questions, two main hypotheses are confirmed: i) HEI policies and

legislation in Kosovo need to be further improved in order to combat and prevent con-

tract cheating effectively; ii) Kosovo’s HEIs lack detailed legal definitions of the term

contract cheating, and lack specific administrative and other mechanisms that may de-

tect and prevent contract cheating.

Literature review

Kosovo’s HEIs have sanctions in place for plagiarism, and support the right of author-

ship; however, contract cheating is only superficially regulated in their legal documents,

which include statutes, internal academic regulations, code of ethics, as well as the Law

on Higher Education (Shala et al. 2018, AAB College 2020, UBT College 2020, University

of Mitrovica Isa Boletini 2019, University of Mitrovica Isa Boletini 2020, University of Ap-

plied Science 2019, University of Prizren 2020, University of Haxhi Zeka 2019, University

of Gjakova 2020, University of Kadri Zeka 2020). Compared to western countries’ HEIs

(Newton 2018; Medway et al. 2018; Bretag et al. 2019), Kosovo’s HEIs lack detailed legal

definition of the term contract cheating, and lack specific administrative and technical

mechanisms that may detect and prevent contract cheating, making it difficult to prohibit

these illegal practices (Shala et al. 2018). The legislation and code of ethics that do exist

only consider and provide mechanisms to address plagiarism cases (Shala et al. 2018), and

contract cheating is only indirectly prohibited by the internal academic regulation

regarding cheating in general (Shala et al. 2018, AAB College 2020, UBT College

2020, University of Mitrovica Isa Boletini 2019, University of Mitrovica Isa Boletini

2020, University of Applied Science 2019, University of Prizren 2020, University of

Haxhi Zeka 2019, University of Gjakova 2020, University of Kadri Zeka 2020).

There are several definitions of the term contract cheating in the international litera-

ture. Stoesz et al. (2019) describe contract cheating as an act that occurs when students

outsource their academic work to a third party. In their definition, contract cheating is

when a third party produces or completes academic work for a student, which is then

presented by that student as their own. A student might have a personal connection to

this person or pay a fee to the third party (Stoesz et al. 2019; Lancaster 2020; Foltýnek

and Králíková 2018; Eaton et al. 2019). Medway et al. state that contract cheating
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providers attempt to manipulate students by normalizing the cheating behaviour, and

“lure [them] into transactions” using various techniques (2018, p. 23). For our research,

we have adopted Rigby et al.’s (2015) definition of contract cheating as an activity that

involves a monetary transaction between a student and the provider of such service.

For example, contract cheating is deemed to occur when a student hires someone to

compose their written work, and then submits that work as their own for university

credit.

As stated above, the policies and legislation of Kosovo’s HEIs do not provide specific

measures and mechanisms to prevent or combat contract cheating activities. Contract

cheating cases are addressed and dealt with through the mechanisms and measures

intended to prevent and combat plagiarism in general. In the rare case of contract

cheating being reported and ending up in the national courts, the courts have failed to

identify a criminal offense due to the lack of adequate legal provisions to do so (Boletini

and Molliqaj 2017). Our research into international experiences has identified that few

countries’ current laws tackle contract cheating. The UK, Ireland and Australia have in-

dicated that they are considering creating legal measures to specifically identify contract

cheating as an illegal service, but only New Zealand has enacted legislation doing so, ef-

fective since 1989 (Draper and Newton 2017). Notably, however, New Zealand does

not specifically define the term contract cheating, nor identify its intent (Draper and

Newton 2017). Other scholars have also considered the possibility of a legal solution to

address contract cheating but only with regard to companies and those who provide

the services (Draper and Newton 2017). The authors agree with Amigud and Dawson

(2020) that there is lack of legal measures or solutions available to address contract

cheating, possibly due to a lack of evidence on the occurrence of contract cheating

cases. In any case, Draper and Newton are optimistic about this avenue of tackling con-

tract cheating and encourage countries to work on creating or improving appropriate

laws (Draper and Newton 2017).

With regard to evidence of the number of (self) reported contract cheating cases, data

differs from country to country. According to existing research, this number ranges

from 3.5% to 22%, differs from year to year, and appears to be increasing (Foltýnek and

Králíková 2018; Medway et al. 2018). According to Newton (2018), the percentage of

students admitting to paying someone else to undertake their work increased from

3.5% in 2014 to 15.7% in 2018, potentially representing 31 million students around the

world.

The price of written work also differs from country to country. Students in the UK

reported paying up to £277 for a first-grade essay (Rigby et al. 2015). On his author

website, Lancaster (2018) presents different figures and states that there are companies

that won’t even start work before the student makes a down payment of £800. Accord-

ing to the same author, the typical service offered by a UK-based organisation costs

£275 with potential discounts available (2018). It has been reported that, after the stu-

dent graduates, the service provider has then administered an additional fee – much

like extortion (European Network for Academic Integrity 2020). However, these com-

panies are not the only actors involved in contract cheating – students are turning to

their colleagues or family members too.

There are many reasons why students resort to contract cheating, including for ex-

ample, a belief that they do not possess the academic writing skills required to
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complete a particular assignment. However, poor teaching and assessment methods

also play a role (Eaton et al. 2019; Foltýnek and Králíková 2018, Bretag and Mahmud

2016), as Bretag et al. (2018) argued in their research paper “Contract cheating and as-

sessment design: exploring the relationship”. In Kosovo, similar comparison data is

scarce and can only be found in some public reports and media outlets; there is no sci-

entific data focusing on contract cheating. Therefore, we assert that this present re-

search is the first to offer a comprehensive understanding of the situation within the

Kosovo context.

Methodology

Data was collected via informal interviews with managerial HEI staff and an online

questionnaire using Google forms. The informal interviews sought to gather official

data about reported contract cheating cases and to gauge the staff’s assessment of their

HEI’s academic rules around contract cheating. In Spring 2020, the online survey in-

strument was shared with Kosovar students, graduates and academic staff through

emails, Facebook and other social networks. The total number of respondents was 400.

This method helped us to gather data anonymously and directly from the students,

graduates and academic staff, and consequently encouraged students to self-report con-

tract cheating behaviours.

The collected data were processed mainly through SPSS statistics program, with only

the answers to the open questions analysed in Word documents. The results are pre-

sented in table format and as percentages, except for the answers to the open questions.

The answers to the open questions were content-analysed and sorted into categories

according to the type of response given.

The online questionnaire itself was designed to be short and simple. It contains 16

questions addressing demographics, profession, awareness about the definition of con-

tract cheating, contract cheating activities, reasons why students use contract cheating

services, and measures to be taken against the problem. There was only one open ques-

tion; for all the other questions, respondents had to select one (or more) of the listed

answers.

The results of the research

Demographic and other general data

The online questionnaire was sent to 600 potential participants and the authors re-

ceived 400 responses. The participants were between 20 and 65 years old, and 73% of

them were between 20 and 30 years old. More than half of them were women (59.8%).

More than half of the respondents were students (66.8%), 19.8% were academic staff,

and 13.5% were graduates. Most of the participants (59.6%) were studying law, econom-

ics and political sciences, 10.5% of them exact science (physics, chemistry, etc.), and the

rest were studying in other fields.

Awareness about contract cheating

This section of the questionnaire posed questions that helped the authors gather infor-

mation on awareness about contract cheating and its effects on the respondents. In re-

sponse to the question about whether respondents were informed about contract
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cheating, overall, 38.9% said that they had a good grasp of what this entailed, 29.9% said

that they had a poor understanding, and 31.2% said they had no knowledge at all (see

Fig. 1a).

After completing the questionnaire, most of the respondents said that they had a bet-

ter understanding of contract cheating and its consequences, and approximately 17%

maintained that they had only a moderate understanding (see Fig. 1b). When the ques-

tionnaire was distributed, additional explanations were given regarding the definition of

contract cheating.

Respondents were asked if they were aware of any cases in Kosovo of students paying

a third party to work on their diploma thesis, seminar paper, presentation or assign-

ment: 38% responded “yes,” 30% responded “no,” and the rest said they did not know if

there were cases (see Fig. 2).

Responding to the question regarding the percentage of students using contract

cheating services, 36.1% answered that they didn’t know what percentage of students

Fig. 1 Information about the term contract cheating. b Understanding of contract cheating after
completing the questionnaire
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might be using these services, 19% said that they believed 5% to 20% of students used

these services, and so on (see Fig. 3). These are the responses given by the participants,

but it should be noted that responses may be inaccurate due to potentially feeling un-

comfortable with telling the truth.

Almost all participants (85.2%) did not know of any student who had paid a third

party to prepare their written work for academic credit; only 14.3% indicated that they

knew of students who had used such services (see Fig. 4).

Respondents were asked (Question 9) to provide more information about a particular

case of contract cheating. Below are some of the responses that are content-analysed

and sorted into categories according to the type of response given:

� I know a lot of cases.

Fig. 2 Existence of contract cheating cases

Fig. 3 Percentage of students who use contract cheating services
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� I have heard about these cases but I do not have any concrete cases to mention as

those people are acting very carefully in this regard. However, we know each other’s

capacities, at least those around us.

� I have read in instagram about the existence of a webpage that offers such services.

� At one party, I was closed to person who negotiated with someone about contract

cheating. I can’t give you more information, I’m sorry.

� I know students who prepare diplomas thesis in order to get money because they are

unemployed and lack incomes.

� Students who have enough incomes do pay to a third person to prepare their thesis.

� I cannot mention names but I know some students who contracted a third person

through Facebook and paid 200 euro, who got the thesis ready. The second case is

when a student got the thesis from one professor.

� Offers to prepare thesis are shared in the student’s Facebook group.

� I don’t think it’s ethical to mention the names of students who have paid diplomas.

� I do not have information.

Price for contract cheating services

More than half of the respondents did not have any idea of the amount of money that

students pay for contract cheating services; only 18.9% thought that they pay between

100 and 200 euro, and few of them think that students pay more than 250 euro (see

Fig. 5).

Reported cases and reasons for using contract cheating services

Respondents were asked if they were aware of any contract cheating cases that had

been reported to their university, and if the university had taken any measures against

them. Almost all respondents (90%) answered that they did not have any information

(see Fig. 6).

Fig. 4 Personally knowing a student who had paid a third party to do their work
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Around 40% of participants thought that students who use such services do not know

that these activities are indirectly prohibited by the HEI’s legal frameworks, and 22.7%

of them thought that assessment methods within their university pushed students to

use these services (see Fig. 7).

Almost all of the participants (87.4%) thought that the people who provide these ser-

vices should be punished; only 12.6% thought that they should not be punished (see

Fig. 8).

Similar to the previous question, most of the participants (89.5%) thought that the

students who pay for such services should be punished (see Fig. 9).

Responding to the question about what the university/college needs to change in

order to prevent such activities, almost half of the participants (40.9%) thought that

universities/ colleges should offer more training, 25.3% thought that universities should

Fig. 5 Payment for contract cheating services

Fig. 6 Reported cases and measures taken
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organize awareness campaigns, and 22.7% thought that universities should invest more

in infrastructure (see Fig. 10).

Finally, it should be noted that the same questions were posed to all participants

(teachers, graduates and students) and there were no significant differences in the re-

sponses between students and academic staff (all p > 0.05). With regard to the informal

interviews with HEI managerial staff, the questions were different and related to the

number of reported contract cheating cases at their institutions. Most of them reported

that there were no cases reported. A few confirmed that there were reported cases but

that no measures had been taken against the service providers. In response to the ques-

tions about existing internal academic rules, respondents confirmed that there was no

precise definition of contract cheating and no appropriate measures in place to counter

this type of plagiarism.

Fig. 7 Reasons for using contract cheating services

Fig. 8 Measures against student who provide contract cheating services
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Discussion
Is contract cheating a matter of perception, or is it a real problem in Kosovo?

If we look only at the answers provided by the respondents and the very low number of

reported cases (almost zero) (Boletini and Molliqaj 2017), contract cheating seems to

be a possibly inaccurate perception rather than a real phenomenon. 36.1% of respon-

dents answered that they weren’t aware of any cases and couldn’t give an exact figure

of those students using such services. Moreover, almost all respondents (85.2%) did not

know any student personally or did not have evidence-based information about any

student who had paid a third party to prepare their papers. Those who declared

(14.3%) that they had such information would not mention names, and none of them

confirmed that they had reported such cases. Moreover, they considered it to be

Fig. 9 Measures against students who use contract cheating services

Fig. 10 Proposed measures for preventing contract cheating
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unethical behaviour to report such cases or to give more concrete information about

those students involved in contract cheating activities. This is not the case in other

countries – the percentage of self-reported contract cheating increased from 3.5% in

2014 (Newton 2018) to 22% in 2018 (Foltýnek and Králíková 2018). Of those cases that

were reported in Kosovo, most were closed without the service providers being pun-

ished, due to the fact that the court could not find any provision within the Penal Code

or any other legislation against which to punish them. As mentioned earlier, only the

UK, Ireland, Australia and New Zealand have draft or actual legal provisions in place

for contract cheating.

Despite the respondents’ lack of awareness of actual cases, 61.2% thought that there

were cases of contract cheating in Kosovo, and 19% of them said that they believed that

around 5% to 20% of students use these services.

Awareness about the problem of contract cheating

The lack of clear policies and legislation on contract cheating is a handicap. Students,

academic staff and alumni indicated that they could not locate a clear definition of con-

tract cheating in any of the existing policies and legislation in Kosovo. Instead, students

commented that they came across this information through social media and television,

or that they had heard directly from students who prepared theses for economic gain.

At the beginning of the questionnaire, the respondents declared that they had moderate

knowledge about contract cheating, but after completing the questionnaire 80% an-

swered that they had a better understanding about contract cheating.

More than half of the respondents (70%) did not have any idea about the amount of

money students pay for such services; only 18.9% thought that students paid between

100 and 200 euro, and few of them thought that students paid more than 250 euro

(Gazeta Blic 2018). One respondent stated that they were aware of one student having

paid 500 euros. These figures are similar to the amount reported in the other countries

as mentioned above (Rigby et al. 2015).

Measures to address contract cheating

It’s clear that HEIs need to take measures to address contract cheating, considering the

low number of reported cases, perpetrators going unpunished for those limited re-

ported cases, weak knowledge about what constitutes contract cheating, and the esti-

mation given by respondents that 5% to 20% of students are involved in contract

cheating behaviours. In response to the question about whether HEIs should take mea-

sures against the students and the third party involved, almost all (90%) respondents

agreed that both students and providers of contract cheating services should be pun-

ished. As stated above, the problem in Kosovo is that the courts are not able to qualify

contract cheating as a criminal act due to the lack of appropriate legal provisions.

These provisions do not exist in almost any other countries’ legislation either. However,

researchers still recommend that countries continue to seek out legal courses of identi-

fication of and punishment for contract cheating.

Almost half of the respondents (40.9%) indicated that they thought that education

about contract cheating was the best way forward, while 25.3% prioritized awareness-

raising campaigns, and 22.7% considered that anti-plagiarism tools were necessary,
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available to both academic staff and students. In contrast to research on contract cheat-

ing in other countries (Eaton et al. 2019; Foltýnek and Králíková 2018), only 10.6% of

the respondents in Kosovo thought that HEIs should revise their teaching and assess-

ment methods. The relationship between contract cheating and assessment methods

does exist and does have impact on this phenomenon (Bretag et al. 2018; Bretag and

Mahmud 2016; Brimble 2016). Since 2002, Kosovan HEIs have been asked by the

Ministry of Education to comply with the Bologna process. Since then, they have

started to implement new assessment methods for evaluating students’ work, such as

written exams, research papers, etc. However, these institutions do not yet have the

basic infrastructure in place to support these new ways of assessing, such as using

detection plagiarism software, establishing institutional storage of student’s written

work, or national storage of theses (Shala et al. 2018), etc. The authors believe that

Kosovan HEIs should also use more face-to-face assessment methods. Most of the sur-

vey respondents thought that all the above-mentioned measures should be considered

by Kosovan HEIs and the authors agree.

Conclusions and recommendations
The contract cheating phenomenon is present in Kosovo as it is all over the world, and

it is a real problem. The main problem is that the number of reported cases is very

small or almost zero because people are not prepared to report such cases. It is neces-

sary for each HEI to establish a specific reporting mechanism which can ensure ano-

nymity for whistle-blowers. HEIs lack proper policies and legal provisions to define,

prevent and combat contract cheating; therefore, it is necessary to revise those policies

and legal provisions based on the practice of the other HEIs that have more advanced

policies, and tailored to the circumstances of Kosovo. Kosovo HEIs also lack fully func-

tional anti-plagiarism software to detect plagiarism which is one of the preconditions of

international best practice for combating contract cheating. Therefore, they have to

make anti-plagiarism software available to both academics and students.

Awareness-raising activities are almost non-existent and therefore HEIs should work

towards organizing regular seminars, round tables, etc. The results of the survey prove

that students, academic staff and alumni have a very superficial or no information

about the contract cheating issue. Teaching and assessment methods should be appro-

priate and not push students to plagiarize and use contract cheating services to pass

exams. Therefore, academic staffs of the HEIs in Kosovo need to work hard at design-

ing appropriate assessment methods and tools as recommended below.

The following recommendations that are meant for HEIs in Kosovo, academicians, stu-

dents and state institutions responsible for reviewing state policies and laws, are based on

the experiences of the countries mentioned earlier, that do have legislation around con-

tract cheating (either drafted or already in place), and also on the results from the online

questionnaire. Based on the discussion above, HEIs in Kosovo need to take several mea-

sures to address the problem of contract cheating in a more efficient and effective way.

Legal measures to address contract cheating

Legal measures need to be established which clearly define what constitutes contract

cheating, and better regulate the measures and procedures to be taken against students
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and the third parties involved in such cases. HEIs should define and include the term

contract cheating in their internal legal acts (Statutes, Code of Ethic, Regulations for

bachelor, master and doctoral studies). In their internal legal acts, HEIs should outline

clear and concrete sanctions against students using contract cheating services, which

sanction should also include some corrective education. The internal rules of HEIs

should address also carefully the issue of the burden of proof meaning that the educa-

tional dishonesty should use “on the balance of probabilities”, not “beyond reasonable

doubt” (Sokol 2017). With regard to the providers of contract cheating services, rele-

vant ministries of the Republic of Kosovo should amend the existing legislation in order

to sanction contract cheating either through criminal law or other laws (law education

act or law on commerce). It might be a completely new law which specifically addresses

the contract cheating phenomenon.

Additional non-legal measures

In addition to the legal measures, HEIs in Kosovo should take other non-legal measures

in order to better address this harmful phenomenon, including:

� Organising continuous awareness-raising activities which aim to make students and

others aware about the problem of contract cheating, and its negative effects and

consequences.

� All HEIs should invest in infrastructure that would technically help address the

problem of contract cheating, for example buying a license for and using anti-

plagiarism software. The anti-plagiarism tool cannot fully address the problem of

contract cheating on its own, but it can be helpful to professors in identifying

plagiarised text that might be the result of contract cheating services.

� Teaching and assessment methods for students are very important and can

contribute a lot towards addressing the contract cheating problem. Therefore, HEIs

in Kosovo should use advanced and appropriate teaching and assessment methods

to prevent contract cheating activities.

� HEIs in Kosovo should think about additional mechanisms that facilitate and

encourage students and other parties to report contract cheating activities. A

successful mechanism can be one that ensures anonymity of the potential whistle-

blowers.

Appendix
Questionnaire “Addressing the contract cheating at HEI and international practices” (The

questionnaire is anonymous and the data collected will only be used as a statistical form

for research on the above topic and there will be no personal level references)

1. What age group do you belong to?

1.1.18–20

1.2.20–40

1.3.40–60

2. What is your gender?

2.1.Female

2.2.Male
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3. Are you?

3.1.Student

3.2.Professor

3.3.Graduate

4. What is your field of study?

4.1.Social sciences: economy, justice, literary, tourism

4.2.Exact sciences: physics, chemistry, math

4.3.Natural Sciences: Agriculture, environment etc.

5. Do you know about “contracts cheating” for the preparation of scientific papers

(diploma theses, seminar papers)?

5.1.Not at all

5.2.Slightly

5.3.Moderate

5.4.A lot

6. In your opinion, are there cases in Kosovo when students pay the third person to

work on their diploma thesis, seminar paper, presentations, and assignments?

6.1.Yes

6.2.No

6.3.Very little

6.4.There are many cases

7. In your University / college in general, what do you think is the percentage of

those students who use these services (pay) to earn academic credit through these

works?

7.1.Less than 5%

7.2.10%–20%

7.3.20%–30%

7.4.30%–40%

7.5.More than 50%

8. Do you personally know any students who paid a third party to do the work to get

a study credits?

8.1.Yes

8.2.No

9. Please provide more information about the case:

_______________________________________

10. Do you know how much these students pay for such a service?

10.1. I don’t have these information’s

10.2. Amount is:

11. If these cases have been reported to your University / College, have been taken any

measures?

11.1. I don’t have information that such cases have been reported to the university /

college bodies

11.2. Yes, University has cancelled the credits

11.3. Yes, University has cancelled the credits of the candidate and person who

provided the paid service has been used

11.4. No, no action has been taken by the University / College bodies.

Shala et al. International Journal for Educational Integrity           (2020) 16:11 Page 14 of 17



12. In your opinion, what are the reasons for the use of these services by students to

obtain academic credit in this way?

12.1. They are not aware that such actions are illegal

12.2. Assessment methods applied at the College / University encourage students

to pay a third party

12.3. Illegal

12.4. Others

13. Should the person who performs these services be punished?

13.1. Yes

13.2. No

14. Should students who pay for such services be punished??

14.1. Yes

14.2. No

15. What should the University / College change to prevent such actions?

15.1. To review student assessment methods

15.2. To offer many trainings and lectures about the preparation of such works

15.3. To organize awareness campaigns about the illegality of these actions

16. After completing this questionnaire, do you think you have a better understanding

of the term “cheating contract” and its consequences?

16.1. Yes

16.2.Moderate

16.3. On average

16.4.Much more

16.5. No
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