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Evaluating Sources 
Adapted from St. Edward’s University: http://sites.stedwards.edu/library-articles/library-help-center/research/types-of-sources-and-tips-for-evaluating/  

 
When writing a research paper, you need to know how to find credible and useful sources. However, 
before you can look for credibility, it’s important to know what the different kinds of sources are: 
 
 

 Scholarly Professional 
Authoritative/Credible 

Popular 

Characteristics • Peer reviewed 

• Contains original research 

• Lengthy with in-depth analysis 

• Author credentials provided 

• Cites sources in extensive 
references list 

• Sometimes peer-reviewed 

• Reports on developments & 
trends within the discipline or 
industry 

• Varied length articles 

• Uses some technical language 

• Author credentials may be 
provided 

• Often cites sources 

• Not peer reviewed 

• Covers current events & 
pop culture 

• Varied length articles 

• Written for general public 

• Occasionally signed by 
author 

• Rarely cites sources 

Written by Scholars or researchers in the 
field who have an expertise in the 
subject 

Scholars or professionals who 
have education and experience in 
the field 

Journalists, freelance writers, 
or publication’s staff 

Written for Academic community Professional community or 
general public 

General public 

Published by Scholarly societies/associations or 
academic presses 

Professional associations, 
foundations 

Mostly commercial 
companies for profit 

 
 
Once you know what kind of source you’re dealing with, then you can start assessing its usefulness for 
your paper. Not every source will be valuable, depending on the kind of paper you’re writing. If you’re 
writing a research paper, then you probably don’t want to rely on popular sources (unless the subject of 
the research requires it). If you’re writing a blog post, then your audience would probably appreciate 
popular or professional sources over dense, scholarly once. 
  
Authority 
 
First, look at the author. If there is a short biography paragraph or any information offered on the 
author, that is a good place to start. Some questions to think about are: 
 
Who is the author? 
What are their credentials? 
Are they qualified to write on this subject? 
What kind of sources does the author use in their research? Do they cite their sources? 
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Suitability 
 
Think about how the source fits in with your research. Consider its usefulness and value to your 
argument. 
 
Is this a primary or secondary source? 
Does it fit the needs of the research project? 
What is the source’s purpose? 
Is it a unique source, or is it similar to sources I already have? 
What is the value of the information in this source compared to other sources? 
Is its content focused on a specific aspect of the topic, or is it more of an overview of the topic? 
 
Currency 
 
This refers to the timeliness of the article. The more recently published articles you can find, the more 
current your research is. 
 
When was the source published? 
Is the information (including data) in the source current? 
Does the time-frame of the information within the source fit the needs of my research project? 
 
Accuracy 
 
Of course, it’s important to remember to check for accuracy. If the source you cite isn’t accurate, that 
means that your research isn’t accurate either! 
 
Has the source been peer reviewed? 
Are the sources that are referenced completely and correctly cited? 
Is it clear who has responsibility for the accuracy of the information in the source? 
 
Objectivity 
 
Lastly, it is important that your sources are objective and avoid all biases. This can be hard to spot in all 
the different types of sources. 
 
Who is the intended audience of the source? 
Are the ideas and arguments in the source valid, supported by evidence, and well-researched? 
Does the information in the source include generalizations that aren’t supported by evidence? 
What is the tone of the source?  
What is the author’s purpose? 


