Evaluating the Quality of Sources – Books, Periodicals, Websites

General Information You Should Know 

Always try to evaluate any source using the 3 standard evaluation criteria:

· Author +/or  Sponsoring Organization Credentials

· Objectivity / Bias

· Currency +/or Accuracy

The best information in any format:


Is written by authors who are recognized as experts in their fields.


Is published by well known scholarly organizations or publishers, and approved by a committee of other authorities.


Is totally objective, giving both sides of all arguments, both for and against.

Has just been published with the latest information, studies, facts.

Gives facts that can be verified, not opinions, does not try to influence the reader.


Gives a brief history of the topic, with important developments listed. 

Gives a list of sources of where the authors got the information – a bibliography.

Some materials in all formats are not to be trusted for various reasons.  The material may have:
Unknown author credentials, unknown publishers or sponsored by organizations which have a particular agenda.

Unknown sources for the information given.

Material which is based on personal opinions not facts. 

Facts which are slanted by selecting only facts that support or are favorable to one side.

Biased information, only discussing one side, or slanting the ideas given.

Emotionally-charged, inflammatory language which tries to persuade the reader in one direction; may be propaganda.

Prepublication Review Process  - for most books, most magazines, and some material published on websites:

Before a book or a periodical article gets published it may go through several processes to judge its quality and reliability.  Many publications try to have standards in order to protect their reputations as producers of quality sources.  

Editors read the content and check with the author about where the information came from before approving for publication.


“Peer-Reviewed” or “Refereed” means that a committee of other experts in the field checked it over before publishing.

The public, scholars, libraries, and people working in that field rely on publisher reputation when buying a book or magazine.

How to find who the publisher is:

Books – Look at both sides of the title page for publisher information.

Periodicals – Look for publisher information near the table of contents – usually small print in a box.

Website – Look at the main homepage, see if there are clues for who the publisher / organization is.

Books as a general rule are more trustworthy than periodicals and websites:

Biased books often concern religion, politics, or controversial issues about what society should do about a problem.


The company or organization that published the book may be a clue as to the quality – check with librarian about publisher.

Self-published books do not have to go through an acceptance and editor process.

College reference shelves have subject encyclopedias and dictionaries on almost every field written by experts.

College-level term papers usually do not allow general encyclopedias such as World Book and Britannica. 

Periodicals:

General news magazines and substantial newspapers try to cover many fields and many try to have reliable information. 

Popular magazines are intended for a general audience with an interest in one topic, or are for one segment of society.

Peer-reviewed, scholarly journals are intended to share studies with professionals in the field and students writing papers.

Professional trade journals are intended to keep the people in that field up to date, but are not scholarly or peer-reviewed.

Sensational publications have little information but outlandish headlines to grab your attention, classified as untrustworthy.

Websites:  General “free” websites are referred to here:  (not scholarly databases which are “paid-for” by schools or colleges)  



The web can be a good source of information if the standard evaluation criteria are used to avoid untrustworthy sites. 

Currency:  For some topics, such as new treatment methods for diseases, the most current information is important.


For some topics, such as the history of your subject, older books and journals are accurate.


For some topics, such as how public opinions or treatments have changed over time, older works are important. 

For some topics, such as seat belt use or animal testing, there was a time period when this topic was “hot” and much was published, but it may have “cooled” with little recent publishing.

