How to Read a Turnitin or iThenticate Similarity Report
What the percentage actually means, which matches are a problem, and what to do about each one.
A similarity score is not a plagiarism score. It is the proportion of your text that matches something in the database. A correctly written thesis with a long reference list and standard methodology wording will always show a figure above zero — often well above it.
What matters is not the number. It is where the matches come from and whether each one is properly attributed.
1. The number on its own tells you almost nothing
	Score
	What it usually means

	Under 5%
	Unusually low. Check the report actually processed the whole document and that the reference list was not excluded by accident.

	5–20%
	Normal for most theses. Expect references, standard phrases and methodology wording to account for most of it.

	20–35%
	Needs review. Usually fine if the matches are spread across many sources. A problem if one source dominates.

	Over 35%
	Review every match individually before submitting. Large blocks from few sources are the pattern supervisors query.


Universities set their own thresholds and they vary widely. Confirm yours in writing before you rely on any figure, including the ones above.
2. The question that actually matters
For every match in the report, ask one question: is this text that should be attributed, and is it attributed?
A 40% score made up of your own reference list, standard instrument wording and correctly cited quotations is fine. A 12% score containing one uncited paragraph from someone else's findings is academic misconduct.
3. Match types and what to do about each
	Match type
	What to do

	Reference list
	Nothing. Exclude the bibliography from the report settings if your university allows it, and say so when you submit the report.

	Direct quotation, cited
	Nothing, if it is in quotation marks with a page number. Check the quotation is not longer than the point requires.

	Direct quotation, not cited
	Fix immediately. Add quotation marks and the citation, or paraphrase properly and cite.

	Paraphrase too close to the original
	Rewrite from your own notes rather than editing their sentence. Changing words in someone else's sentence structure is still their sentence.

	Standard methodology wording
	Usually acceptable — there are only so many ways to write "a five-point Likert scale was used". If a whole paragraph matches, rewrite it.

	Published instrument or scale items
	Cite the source of the instrument. Check the licence — some scales require permission to reproduce.

	Your own earlier work
	Self-plagiarism is still flagged. Cite your own published work the same way you would cite anyone else.

	Common phrases and technical terms
	Ignore. Single-line matches of ordinary phrasing are noise.


4. Five things that inflate the score for no reason
1. The reference list was included in the check
1. Quoted material was not set as quotations in the submission settings
1. A standard appendix — a questionnaire, a consent form, an ethics approval letter
1. A thesis template supplied by your own university
1. An earlier draft of your own work already in the repository
Each of these is fixable in the report settings or explainable in one sentence to your supervisor. None of them requires rewriting anything.
5. Reducing similarity the right way
What works
1. Read the source, close it, and write the point from your own understanding
1. Cite more precisely, so attributed matches are clearly attributed
1. Shorten long quotations to the sentence that actually matters
1. Rewrite methodology sections in your own sequence rather than the source's
What does not work, and what it costs you
1. Synonym substitution. It produces unreadable text and does not remove the match
1. Character substitution or hidden text. This is detected and treated as deliberate deception
1. Paraphrasing tools. They leave the original sentence structure intact, which is the part that matches
1. Adding filler to dilute the percentage. Examiners notice padding faster than software does
A supervisor who finds hidden characters in a submission will treat it as misconduct, not as a formatting error. The risk is not worth any percentage point.
6. Your record
Keep this for each submission. If a similarity figure is ever queried, a dated record of what you checked and when is the difference between a conversation and a problem.
	Document
	chapter or full thesis

	Tool used
	Turnitin or iThenticate

	Date checked
	DD MMM YYYY

	Overall similarity
	%

	Highest single source
	% and what it was

	Reference list excluded?
	yes / no

	Quotations excluded?
	yes / no

	University threshold
	and where it is stated


Matches reviewed
	Page
	Source matched
	Type
	Action taken

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


7. Before you submit
1. Every match above 1% opened and read individually
1. Every direct quotation in quotation marks with a page number
1. Every paraphrase written from your notes, not edited from the source
1. Reference list and quotations handled consistently with your university's rule
1. Your own earlier work cited as a source
1. A dated copy of the report saved alongside the submitted draft
1. The university threshold confirmed in writing, not from memory
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