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Abstract

Honesty is perceived as fundamental to societal functioning, motivating education sys-
tems worldwide to enforce strict oversight and impose heavy penalties for dishonest
behavior. Yet much academic misconduct remains unexposed, and its broader conse-
quences are further obscured by the sorting of individuals into careers based on probity.
Applying advanced plagiarism-detection algorithms to half a million publicly available
graduate dissertations in China, we uncover previously hidden misconduct and vali-
date it against incentivized measures of honesty. Linking plagiarism records to rich
administrative data, we document four main findings. First, plagiarism is pervasive
and predicts adverse political selection: plagiarists are more likely to enter and advance
in the public sector. Second, plagiarists perform worse when holding power: focusing
on the judiciary and exploiting quasi-random case assignments, we find that judges
with plagiarism histories issue more preferential and lower-quality rulings — effects
muted by trial livestreaming. Third, plagiarizing judges generate spillovers to other
judges and lawyers. Fourth, exploiting the staggered adoption of detection tools, we
demonstrate that enforcing academic integrity leads to no change in political selection
and modest improvements in subsequent professional conduct.
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1 Introduction

Institutions act through people. Organizations, rules, or social norms play a fundamental
role in influencing behavior, but they are ultimately created, maintained, and shaped by
the actions of individuals (Knack and Keefer, 1997; Bertrand and Schoar, 2003; Caselli and
Morelli, 2004; Besley, 2005; Jones and Olken, 2005). Whenever discretion is required, the
effective functioning of an institution hinges on the personal probity of those entrusted to
uphold it: judges rendering impartial decisions; tax officials accurately assessing liabilities;
politicians crafting policies in the public interest; CEOs transparently disclosing corporate
finances; NGO managers directing resources to their stated objectives; researchers faithfully
reporting their findings — and so on. The demand for probity is particularly acute in the
public sector, as surveys worldwide consistently identify “dishonesty” as the most prevalent
criticism of politicians and civil servants.

Given the high value placed on probity, most societies strive to screen out dishonest indi-
viduals and instill strict ethical norms from a young age. Education systems worldwide not
only promote these values tirelessly but also enforce stringent oversight and severe penalties
for academic misconduct through honor codes. Under such codes, a single instance of pla-
giarism of academic work can easily result in expulsion, and even celebrated professionals
risk public disgrace years later if past misconduct comes to light. Despite such high-stakes
rules and their perceived importance, there exists little rigorous evidence on the prevalence
of academic misconduct, and its long-run societal implications.

Empirically studying this topic is notoriously challenging. First, there is an obvious data
constraint: to determine whether academic misconduct predicts future outcomes, such as
career trajectories or unethical professional behavior, researchers must observe previously
undetected academic misconduct — otherwise one would not be able to disentangle the
effects of hidden dishonesty from those of punishment following detection; however, by defi-
nition, undetected academic misconduct is oftentimes unobservable to researchers. Second,
identification is also challenging: to assess what societal costs arise when academically dis-
honest individuals occupy positions of responsibility, one must compare their performance
with honest peers in identical roles, yet these two types of individuals tend to endogenously

1For example, see: PEW global survey.
2Some high-profile examples include Martin Luther King Jr., whose doctoral dissertation was found to

contain plagiarized passages; former Harvard president Claudine Gay, who resigned in 2024 following scrutiny
of her dissertation and published work; U.S. President Joe Biden, who acknowledged plagiarism in a 1965
Syracuse Law School paper — an issue that resurfaced during his 1987 presidential campaign; and several
European politicians — including Germany’s Karl-Theodor zu Guttenberg and Annette Schavan, as well
as Hungary’s former president Pál Schmitt — who lost their doctoral titles and government positions after
plagiarism investigations.
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sort into diverging career paths and undertake incomparable tasks.
In this paper, we examine China — the country with the world’s largest higher-education

system and state sector — and tackle the empirical challenges outlined above by uncovering
previously hidden academic misconduct and assessing its societal implications. We construct
a novel metric of academic dishonesty by applying recently developed plagiarism-detection
algorithms to 519,292 publicly available graduate dissertations. Each dissertation is scanned
against the entire academic corpus using advanced text-matching techniques
that capture not only direct plagiarism but also paraphrasing and partial matches, while
filtering out false positives such as quotations from canonical or authoritative works. Be-
cause dissertations are compulsory for graduation and legally mandated to be public, our
approach provides a clear, comprehensive, and objective assessment of high-stakes violations
of academic integrity. In our sample, 23.4% of dissertations exceed a 10% plagiarism rate —
the most commonly used cutoff for degree conferral by universities today.

To validate this measure, we link it to original survey data that we collected on the
traits and beliefs of experienced professionals. Importantly, we find that dissertation pla-
giarism is most strongly associated with dishonesty elicited in incentivized cheating tasks
(Hanna and Wang, 2017; Barfort et al., 2019). It is otherwise (a) generally uncorrelated
with stated measures of dishonesty (except for stated acceptance of academic misconduct);
(b) only marginally associated with neuroticism and disorderliness, while remaining un-
correlated with other personality traits such as opportunism, ambition, risk tolerance, or
prosocial motivation; and (c) marginally negatively correlated with ability measures such as
GPA, while not systematically correlated with demographic characteristics.

Overall, these survey-based patterns suggest that, to a first-order approximation, disser-
tation plagiarism captures an individual’s propensity for dishonest conduct. Nevertheless,
to remain conservative in our interpretation, we refrain from making broader claims about
underlying traits and instead refer to our measure either literally as plagiarism history or,
in effect, as academic dishonesty — understood as realized rather than an inherent
personality trait .

Drawing on this novel measure, we document a series of empirical findings. First, linking
dissertation plagiarism to comprehensive rosters of public officials, we uncover systematic ad-
verse political selection on probity along both the extensive margin (entry into public service)
and the intensive margin (career advancement within public service). Among classmates in
the same university, major, and cohort, those who enter public service exhibit a 1.3 percent-
age point higher plagiarism rate than their private-sector counterparts, representing a 16.6%
increase relative to the baseline average. This pattern is particularly pronounced among tax
and customs officials, as well as in less developed and more corrupt regions. Conditional on
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entry, and within the same government unit and cohort, dissertation plagiarism is positively
and significantly correlated with promotion over the subsequent five years — an effect that
remains robust after controlling for seniority, experience, and educational background.

Second, motivated by the prevalence of academically dishonest individuals in the public
service, we examine the consequences of placing such actors in positions of power. We focus
on the judicial system as a proof of concept — a neat context in which high-stakes decisions on
similar cases are regularly assigned to different judges. Using more than 140 million publicly
available court verdicts and exploiting quasi-random case assignment, we show that, for
otherwise similar lawsuits, those adjudicated by judges with plagiarism histories — relative
to those handled by non-plagiarizing peers — are more likely to yield preferential rulings
favoring the government over citizens and large/state-owned firms over small/private firms.
These rulings are associated with lower judicial quality, as reflected in higher appeal rates,
greater reliance on discretionary legal codes, and thinner judicial reasoning. Consistent
with potential corruption or bias, plagiarizing judges are also more likely to face subsequent
investigations and disciplinary actions. Importantly, these differential ruling patterns are
attenuated when trials are livestreamed to the public, suggesting that they reflect strategic
responses rather than inherent differences in preferences or ability.

Third, we document that plagiarists generate significant spillover effects in public ser-
vice, again using the judicial system as an example. We show that new judges assigned to
academically dishonest senior mentors gradually assimilate their ruling patterns, indicating
horizontal spillovers across judges. We also document vertical spillovers between judges and
lawyers, showing that plagiarizing lawyers become differentially more effective when their
cases are exogenously assigned to plagiarizing judges. These findings suggest the poten-
tial existence of multiple equilibria in judicial behavior, depending on the baseline share of
plagiarizing judges.

Fourth, we examine how enforcing academic integrity in schools affects plagiarism, politi-
cal selection, and institutional performance. Exploiting the staggered adoption of plagiarism-
detection algorithms by universities, we show that these tools significantly reduce disserta-
tion plagiarism, with part of the decline reflecting increased bunching near degree-conferral
thresholds. This reduction has no detectable impact on political selection: students with
higher plagiarism rates remain more likely than their classmates to enter public service.
Meanwhile, judges from cohorts exposed to stricter screening subsequently issue marginally

3Judges are a specialized category of civil servants in civil law countries, including China. This contrasts
with common-law systems (e.g., the U.S. and U.K.), where judges are typically appointed from among
experienced lawyers and are institutionally separate from the civil service. Accordingly, throughout this
paper we use “public official” or “public servant” as broad terms encompassing both judges and other civil
servants.

3



fewer preferential rulings, suggesting that adherence to academic honor codes may modestly
improve long-run institutional performance.

Taken together, our findings suggest that academic dishonesty is widespread and strongly
predicts political selection on both the extensive and intensive margins. Without adequate
screening at the selection stage and sufficient on-the-job checks and balances, academically
dishonest individuals can occupy positions of power and shape institutional performance
— both through their own behavior and by influencing norms that affect others. Stricter
enforcement of academic honor codes can partially mitigate these effects.

This paper relates to three strands of literature. First, it contributes to the economics
research on probity, where scholars have long argued that individual honesty underpins
institutional functioning (Knack and Keefer, 1997; Besley, 2005; Fisman and Svensson, 2007).
A burgeoning literature has devised creative ways to elicit honesty in laboratory settings
(Gneezy, 2005; Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi, 2013; Abeler et al., 2014), demonstrating
correlations between such measures and economically or politically relevant outcomes (Hanna
and Wang, 2017; Barfort et al., 2019; Olsen et al., 2019). Our paper contributes to this line
of inquiry by constructing a real-world, high-stakes, and objective measure of academic
dishonesty based on 519,292 graduate dissertations — an approach potentially scalable to
over ten million post-secondary degree holders in China and beyond — and validating it using
an original survey showing that past plagiarism strongly predicts dishonesty in incentivized
tasks. In a related and important study of the private sector, Fisman et al. (2025) document
a strong correlation between doctoral dissertation plagiarism and corporate malfeasance
among 271 leaders of publicly listed companies. We complement this work by examining
the public sector, documenting both adverse political selection and the causal consequences
once academically dishonest individuals assume positions of power, with the latter operating
through both individual decisions and spillovers to others.

Second, our findings contribute to the literature on political selection, which emphasizes
the roles of institutions, motivations, patronage, incentives, and preferences for stability in
shaping entry into the civil service (Caselli and Morelli, 2004; Dal Bó et al., 2009; Besley
et al., 2011; Ferraz and Finan, 2011; Buurman et al., 2012; Gagliarducci and Nannicini,
2013; Dal Bó et al., 2013; Banuri and Keefer, 2016; Xu, 2018; Colonnelli et al., 2020; Casey
et al., 2021; Weaver, 2021). Evidence on selection based on honesty is mixed: Hanna and
Wang (2017) and Cruces et al. (2023) document adverse selection in India and Argentina
respectively, whereas Dal Bó et al. (2017) and Barfort et al. (2019) find positive selection
in Scandinavian countries, suggesting that selection patterns depend on underlying levels
of development and institutional quality. Our results in China echo this cross-country het-
erogeneity. On average, we find pronounced adverse selection on probity along both the
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E CJO Data

China Judgments Online (CJO) is the official publication platform for court decisions in
China. While the publicized documents are widely considered authentic and reliable, a
potential concern with the CJO is missing data — some judgment files are excluded without
justification. This occurs for two main reasons: (1) in its early years, local courts may not
have uploaded all cases (Ahl et al., 2019; Liebman et al., 2020); and (2) in 2021, the CJO
reportedly removed a batch of “politically sensitive” criminal cases. However, these omissions
are unlikely to affect the analysis in this paper, which focuses on civil and administrative
cases.

The deletion issue primarily affects criminal cases, as reported by various media outlets.
For civil cases, the missing rate is significantly lower. We cross-validated our data with
national-level aggregate case numbers from the China Statistical Yearbooks (2015 2021)
published by the National Bureau of Statistics. Appendix Figure A.9 shows that, as local
courts improved their capacity to digitize case files, the missing rate for civil lawsuits fell
below 10% in recent years. A substantial portion of missing files likely pertains to exempted
cases involving privacy or juveniles, leaving limited scope for strategic case omissions. More-
over, since 2018, we have been collecting CJO data daily, ensuring that cases deleted after
publication, including the batch removed in 2021, remain in our sample.

The CJO is required to disclose the full universe of court verdicts, but disputes settled
outside of court are not captured in these data. China’s settlement rate is far lower than
that of the U.S., largely because litigation costs are significantly lower.

1

2Many missing cases documented in earlier studies were backlogs caused by capacity constraints. These
files were later digitized and added to the CJO. For example, Liebman et al. (2020) reported 45% of criminal
judgment files missing in 2014; as of 2022, 60% of these have been added to the website and are included in our
sample. Early digitization efforts became a key performance indicator (KPI) for local judges, incentivizing
the resolution of backlogs.

3These missing rates align with alternative calculations based on gaps in case reference IDs, which follow
a consecutive numbering system.
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Figure A.9: Missing Rate of First Instance Court Decisions

This figure shows the missing rate of first-instance court decisions over time. Follow-
ing the methodology of Liu et al. (2023), the official number of first-instance civil cases is
taken from the China Statistical Yearbook (2015 2021), published by the National Bureau
of Statistics. The corresponding figures from our dataset are based on cases tried between
2014 and 2020 and released on China Judgments Online before August 2022.
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F Case Domain Classification

This appendix describes how case domains are defined for civil and administrative cases in
our judicial performance analysis (Section 5.1).

F.1 Civil Case Domains

For civil cases, we follow the Supreme People’s Court’s
( ). This official classification system assigns each

civil lawsuit a ( , ) based on the nature of the underlying legal
relationship in dispute.

The system is organized into four hierarchical levels:

• First level (12 categories): broad legal fields such as “Personality Rights Dis-
putes,” “Contract Disputes,” “Property Rights Disputes,” and “Intellectual Property
Disputes.”

• Second level (59 categories): major dispute families within each field—for exam-
ple, under “Contract Disputes,” the second level distinguishes sales contracts, service
contracts, lease contracts, and financial contracts.

• Third level (514 categories): specific cause-of-action types—for example, “Sales
Contract Disputes” ( , Purchase-and-Sale Contract Disputes), “Private
Lending Disputes” ( ), “Financial Loan Contract Disputes” (

), or “Property Management Service Contract Disputes” ( ).

• Fourth level (470 categories): narrow sub-types used only when a more precise
classification is warranted.

We use the third-level cause of action as the domain identifier in our regressions. This level
is granular enough to capture meaningful variation in case composition, while remaining
coarse enough to ensure sufficient within-cell case volume for the court domain fixed effects.
Courts are instructed to select the most specific cause of action available, so the third level
is the modal classification granularity in practice. Our civil case sample spans 19 third-level
domains that each account for at least 0.5% of cases, collectively covering roughly half of all
civil cases.

4Available at . The most recent version,
amended in 2025 (Fa 2025 226 ) and effective January 1, 2026.
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F.2 Administrative Case Domains

Unlike civil cases, Chinese administrative litigation does not have a standardized cause-
of-action classification system with comparable granularity. The Supreme People’s Court’s
administrative case categories are relatively coarse and do not capture the substantive policy
domain of the dispute.

To construct meaningful domain categories for administrative cases, we fine-tune two
text classification models on the full text of administrative case rulings:

1. LSTM classifier. A bidirectional LSTM with attention, trained on a hand-labeled
subset of approximately 5,000 administrative cases, achieving 89% accuracy on a held-
out test set.

2. LLM classifier. A fine-tuned large language model (based on ChatGLM), used to
validate and supplement the LSTM predictions. Cases where the two models disagree
are adjudicated by the LLM classification with manual review of edge cases.

Table A.13 lists the resulting administrative case domain taxonomy, together with brief
descriptions of each category.
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Table A.13: Administrative Case Domains

Domain Share (%) Description

Land / Demolition 43.4 Land expropriation, demolition and reloca-
tion, land-use rights disputes

Police 22.8 Public security administrative actions, de-
tention decisions, administrative penalties by
police

Labor 16.0 Labor inspection, work-injury certification,
social insurance disputes

Property 14.0 Property registration, real estate permits,
construction approvals

Fraud / Scams 2.2 Government response to financial fraud,
Ponzi schemes, consumer protection actions

Environment 1.5 Environmental enforcement, pollution penal-
ties, ecological compensation

Veterans 0.2 Military service benefits, veteran resettle-
ment, disability assessments

This table lists the administrative case domains used to construct the court–domain fixed
effect for administrative (government) win-rate regressions. Domains are classified by fine-tuning
a bidirectional LSTM with attention and a large language model (ChatGLM) on the full text of
administrative case rulings. “Share” is the proportion of administrative cases in our sample.
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