
Reliability of Sources  
Eastern Michigan University Library i 

This lesson is an adaptation of: 

• the “Scholarly vs. Popular Sources Lesson Plan” by Kevin M. Klipfel, California State University, 
Chico 

• the “CRAAP Test” by the Meriam Library at California State University, Chico 

Introduction 
Objectives 
This lesson considers the reliability of sources. It discusses what makes something reliable and explores 
one model for evaluating reliability. By the end of this lesson, you’ll be able to: 

• point out criteria that can be used to judge reliability 
• judge information in terms of reliability 

The CRAAP Test 
While there is no single, definitive tool that can be used to gauge the reliability of all information, there 
are a number of memory devices that will help you remember key factors to consider. One such device 
is the CRAAP test, developed by the Meriam Library at California State University, Chico. 

C=Currency 
Pay attention to the date when information was created. You probably wouldn’t use a map from 1855 to 
plan your trip to New York.  While the general lay of the city has remained the same—many of today’s 
streets were already in place—the landscape has been changed by over 150 years of history. Things 
have been added and subtracted as life when on and society’s needs changed. The same is true of 
information. Current information is built on previous findings, but knowledge has been added, changed, 
or discredited to reflect the current understanding of the topic. [Screen includes images of “how to 
prepare the skull for surgery, brain exposed, c. 16th century” and a modern-day image of a patient 
preparing for surgery wearing a headcovering with wires attached.] Reliable information is current and 
incorporates the most recent findings. 

R=Relevance 
Information that is not relevant to the need at-hand simply wastes your time. For instance, if you’re 
looking to book a flight, non-relevant information on historic air disasters would not only hinder your 
effort to satisfy the need (i.e. book a flight), but also very possibly freak you out. To roughly determine 
relevance, look for a summary (abstract) or skim the introduction. If the source passes this initial test, 
keep the source for more in-depth analysis/reading at a later time. 

A=Accuracy 
You’ve diligently followed your GPS across town to find yourself one block from your destination. 
However, the street that it’s telling you to turn down is one way and, of course, going the wrong way. So 
much for accuracy. Reliable information is accurate; accurate information is verifiable. It can be 



reproduced. Reliable information sources draw on a wide range of evidence to support statements. To 
determine accuracy, look for citations or proof of sources. If none are present, it’s probably best to try 
to find other sources.  

A=Authority 
Why might you visit the same hairstylist every time you need a haircut? Why do you visit Yelp to find 
restaurants around town? The answer is simple. Both have a track record of success and possess a 
certain expertise in what they do. For this reason, you have named them authorities on styling your hair 
or indexing nearby dining establishments for search. Authority is given, and it varies according to 
context. Authors can be authoritative—e.g., Bill Nye is an authority on science education. Publications 
can be authoritative—e.g., the New York Times and Washington Post are both considered authoritative 
sources of news. Institutions can be authoritative—e.g., Harvard is an authority in higher education. 
Often, awards indicate authority. Think not just of Pulitzer and Nobel prizes, but degrees (Ph.D., Ed.D., 
etc.). The peer review process in academia helps indicate authority—all articles published in peer-
reviewed journals will have undergone a vetting process by a group of peers. 

P=Purpose 
Is it meant to 

• …inform? [Image of a sign that reads “Employees Must Wash Hands Before Returning to Work” 
with pictures of hand-washing steps.]   

• …to persuade? [Image of a sign that says “No, seriously, I totally just saw you not wash your 
hands…and I was repulsed.] 

• …to entertain? [Cartoon-like image of a anthropomorphic faucet pouring water over hands] 

Are some voices receiving preference over others? Is bias present (political, racial, economic)? 
[Screenshot of “Chicago Lobbyists” website indicating figures such as $11,422,846 paid to lobbyists in 
2010 and a listing of lobbyists and clients] 

What can authority tell us about purpose? [An image promoting “Debate 2.4.14 at the Creation 
Museum” including photos of Bill Nye and Ken Ham, and another image showing a collection of top-level 
domains: .com, .tv, .org, .ws, .biz, .me, .info] 

Often, only careful reading of the source can uncover true purpose or bias. 

Determining Reliability 
Reliability cannot be measured simply in terms of true or false; there are varying degrees of reliability. It 
is often helpful to think of it as falling on a continuum. For example, let’s think for a moment about spicy 
foods. Some foods, like mild salsa, have little if any spiciness to them. Others, like spicy Thai, will make 
you break into a sweat and cry. Of course, there are many foods in between these two extremes (e.g., 
hot Italian sausage, Cajun jambalaya, and Indian curry to name a few). 

This same fact is true of information. At the one end of the continuum, there are the equivalent of pop-
up ads (inaccurate, non-relevant material not based in any research and meant to generate profit). At 
the other, there are the peer reviewed articles accepted for publication in prestigious journals such as 
the Journal of the American Medical Association. Then, like spicy foods, there is a lot of room in 
between. It is your job, as a researcher, to determine where they belong. 



Practice Exerciseii 
Evaluate the following sources for reliability using the CRAAP test. Rate each on a continuum of 1-5, with 
1 being “not based in research,” and 5 being “peer-reviewed.” 

• Article 1: Corn Refiners Association. (2018). High Fructose Corn Syrup. Retrieved from 
https://corn.org/about-cra/faq/#HFCS 

• Article 2: Melanson, K. J., Angelopoulos, T. J., Foreyt, J. P., & White, J. S. (2010). High-Fructose 
Corn Syrup: Controversies and Common Sense. American Journal of Lifestyle Medicine, 4(6), 
515-520. doi:10.1177/1559827610378960  

• Article 3: Nelson, J. (2012). What is high-fructose corn syrup? What are the health concerns? 
Retrieved from https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/nutrition-and-healthy-
eating/expert-answers/high-fructose-corn-syrup/faq-20058201  

Why do you believe the articles should have the ratings you assigned?  

Now compare your answers to our explanations. How did you do? 

• Article 1: The information on this site is current and it may be relevant for research on high 
fructose corn syrup. It does cite a number of resources. The author, however, is the Corn 
Refiners Association, a national trade organization representing the corn industry. Bias must be 
considered. The Corn Refiners Association has a direct stake in the use of its sweetener. While 
based in research, this resource lacks rigorous peer-review and authority; it should be placed 
lower on the continuum. 

• Article 2: This article was published in the American Journal of Lifestyle Medicine in 2010 and is 
acceptable depending on your field's definition of currency. It heavily cites respected, peer-
reviewed journals. Its authors include PhDs with ties to a number of universities. The journal is 
peer-reviewed. Its purpose as stated in the article's introduction is to 'provide practicing 
physicians and allied health care workers with a summary of the modern scientific 
understandings of high fructose corn syrup, with particular emphasis on the comparison of high-
fructose corn syrup to sucrose…' Bias is limited by the attempt to present an overview of current 
scientific studies, presumably on both sides of the debate; closer reading, however, is necessary 
to confirm. This resource should be placed higher on the continuum. 

• Article 3: This article was written in 2012. It draws on a reference list consisting of a number of 
respected sources and peer-reviewed journals. The author is a R.D. (Registered Dietitian) and a 
L.D. (Licensed Dietitian) at the Mayo Clinic. The article is hosted on the Mayo Clinic's webpage; 
the Mayo Clinic is a respected name in healthcare. Its purpose is to inform the public in a brief, 
encyclopedic article. Bias is avoided by presenting the controversy around high-fructose corn 
syrup and concluding that there is currently insufficient evidence to weigh on either side of the 
argument. This resource may be relevant to early stage research (gaining an overview of a 
topic). It should be placed in the mid to upper range of the continuum. 

Reliability of Sources Glossary Terms 
Abstract: A brief overview of an article. An abstract often summarizes key points, such as the article’s 
purpose, methodology, and findings. 

https://corn.org/about-cra/faq/#HFCS
http://ezproxy.emich.edu/login?url=http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1559827610378960
https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/nutrition-and-healthy-eating/expert-answers/high-fructose-corn-syrup/faq-20058201
https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/nutrition-and-healthy-eating/expert-answers/high-fructose-corn-syrup/faq-20058201


Citation: A writing component that indicates the sources of a quoted idea. Citations are typically found 
in-text at the site of the quote and then again in a reference list at the end of a document. 

Peer-review: A review process in which an article is read by subject experts who evaluate it for flaws and 
its importance to a discipline’s body of research before it is published in a journal. Peer-review is meant 
to ensure that only high-quality research is published. 

About the Reliability of Sources Tutorial 
Version 1.2 (revised 7 Aug 2017) 
For information, please contact: 
Bill Marino 
Assistant Professor 
Online Learning Librarian 
Eastern Michigan University 
Wmarino1@emich.edu 
(734) 487-2514 
Twitter: @wmarino 

i This document is a modification of the tutorial “Reliability of Sources” by Bill Marino (CC BY-NC-SA 3.0) 
URL: https://www.emich.edu/library/help/tutorials/assets/reliability/story_html5.html 

ii This exercise has been adapted from the "Scholarly vs. Popular Sources Lesson Plan" by Kevin M. 
Klipfel, California State University, Chico. 
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