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1 Friends and 
Family 

•Parents 

•Girl/boyfriend 

•Mates 

2 Bespoke writing 
sites 

•Two-sided 
markets 

•Writing purchase 
sites 

3 Legitimate 
learning sites 

•Discussion sites 

•Tutorial sites 

•File sharing sites 

4 Legitimate non-
learning sites 

•Online labour 
markets 

•Auction sites 

•File sharing sites 

5 Paid exam 
takers 

•Live (imposters) 

•Virtual (via a 
phone line) 

6 Pre-written 
essay banks 

•Ready written on 
popular topics 

Segments of Contract Cheating Problem 



PhD Case Study 
Anonymous tip off 

Advertisement 
posted on US 
freelancer site 



PhD Case Study 



PhD Case Study 
Anonymous tip off 

Advertisement 
posted on US 
freelancer site 

Investigation commenced with sequestering evidence  

Computer, emails, 
lab books & physical 
materials 

170 evidence items 
logged 

Procurements 

37 different freelancers 
used 

22 professionals within 
research field 

59 different names 
found in metadata 

Across 11 Countries 



PhD Case Study 
Anonymous tip off 

Advertisement 
posted on US 
freelancer site 

Investigation commenced with sequestering evidence  

Computer, emails, 
lab books & physical 
materials 

170 evidence items 
logged 

Procurements 

37 different 
freelancers used 

22 professionals 
within research field 

59 different names 
found in metadata 

Across 11 Countries 

Included fabricated & 
falsified data 

Contracted Outputs 

4 PhD Thesis Chapters 

4 Annual Progress 
Review Reports 

1 published book chapter 

4 submitted journal 
manuscripts 

2 Conference 
Presentations 

3 published conference 
papers 
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Writing purchase sites 







How it works 

Provide 

Produce 

Bid 

Order 



Site owners 

•orders filled on time and to 
good quality 

•orders sent out to as many 
writers as possible 

writer 

•easy but lucrative work 

• instant access to new 
orders (work) without 
having to log on 

WIIFM? 

Client  

•orders filled on time and 
to good quality 

writer 

•easy but lucrative work 

•instant access to new 
orders (work) without 
having to log on 

Really 
Simple 
Syndication 

• Cheap 

• Easy 

• Quick 

• Interoperable 



What we know about these RSS orders 

WE KNOW 

That someone (a student) has 
been motivated to place this order 

Roughly when the order was 
placed (but not precisely)  

That money has been committed 
for the work to be done 

WE DON’T KNOW 

Who has placed the order or where they 
are studying 

How much it cost 

Whether or not the order has been filled 

Whether or not the work has been submitted 
at an institution for assessment 



Method 

Harvested orders from 260 feeds, n=>500,000 

Word search: eg. ‘doctoral’, ‘dissertation’, ‘masters’, ‘research’ 

Selected a representative sample 

Organised into a timeline of typical PhD activities 



Proposal 
Finding 

inspiration to 
consider the topic 

you want to 
pursue 

Motivation essay Research topic 
Narrowing a 

potential research 
topic 

Drafting a 
problem 

statement 

Draft doctoral 
study proposal 

Draft doctoral 
prospectus from 

an approved 
premise 

An extended goal 
statement as a 

writing sample for 
enrolment 

Research 
proposal 

Response to 
feedback from 

potential supervisor 
on a draft research 

proposal 



Research Training 

Research design 
Qualitative 
methods 

Preparing and 
writing a literature 

review 

Manuscript for 
professional 
publication 

Retake of 
quantitative 

methods paper 

Ethical practice 
paper 

Finding a 
Doctoral 

dissertation to 
evaluate 

Lessons learned 
paper 

Providing advice 
to a new doctoral 

student about 
‘best practices for 

success’ 

Small scale 
qualitative 

interview study 

Identifying and 
overcoming 

challenges in 
research project 



Research project… 

Research 
planning and 

timeline 
ethics check-list 

Update research 
questionnaire with 

qualifying conditions to 
ensure that research is 
conducted with people 

within intended 
research population 

Start research 
and interview up 
to 20 [or more if 

available] 
qualified people  

Complete Research 
methodology chapter 

including data 
collection/analysis 
chapters and write 

Findings and 
Conclusions chapters 

Write up meeting 
diary 

Research ethics 
application 

self reflection from 
doctorate 
practicum 

Annotated 
bibliography 

Introduction 
Research 

methods chapter 
Chapter 2 



Research project continued… 

10 page sample 
for a 40 page 
intro and lit 

review of PhD 

finishing a 
literature review 

Chapter 4 
analysis and 

results 

15,000 word 
dissertation 

Writing a whole 
masters 

dissertation  

Finish 20,000 Masters 
with 4500 already written, 
half way through literature 

review and need it 
checked and rest if 

literature review written 

MSc final year 
dissertation 

Complete a 
doctoral 

dissertation – 
25,000 completed 

of 50,000  

Writing a whole 
doctoral 

dissertation 



But wait, there’s more… 

Nominating 
research mentor 

for an award 



Conclusions Supervisor 

Guidance Awareness Volume Risk 

Data 

Fabrication 
Storage and 
management 

Ethics and 
privacy 

Forensics 

Access to 
PCs and IT 

Vigilantes 
Bibliographic 

forensics 



Take aways 

Complacency Vigilance 

Awareness Communication 


