
 
 

Evaluating Web Pages for Academic Use

Similar in manner to evaluating book and print resources, assessing the quality of Web pages before 
using them for your academic research is an important step in the research process. Web only sources 
differ from print sources because they can be published by anyone. Note: if a Web source is a book or 
periodical article that has a print equivalent, evaluate it as you would the print source. For information 
regarding evaluating books and periodicals articles, refer to the following Mission College Handout: 
Evaluating Books & Periodical Articles for Academic Use. 
When evaluating Web only sources, consider the following five criteria: authority, accuracy, content, 
objectivity/bias, and currency. 

Authority: What are the qualifications/credentials of the person or organization responsible for 
the information on the web page? 

• What does the Domain or URL tell you? (Note that .org does not automatically mean it has authority and 
.com does not automatically mean it does not have authority, you need to evaluate further.) 

• Who is responsible for the site? (Look for clickable links in the title area of the page that may lead to more 
information about the person or organization. Truncate the URL (web address) to find the “parent” 
website.) 

• Is it clear who wrote the material on the page and are the author’s qualifications for writing on this topic 
clearly stated?  

• Can you verify the author’s qualification from another source? 
• What are others saying about the site and/or author? (Do a search to find out) 
• Is there a way of verifying the legitimacy of the page’s sponsor? Is there a phone number or postal 

address? (An email address is not enough.) 
• In most cases, instructors typically will not value any citations that are from Wikipedia. If you find 

something that seems valid, check to see if there is a link to the source. If the source is reputable, it would 
be more acceptable to use it in your references than citing Wikipedia. 

If you cannot determine who is responsible for a Web page AND what their credentials are then 
you should not use it. 

Accuracy: Is the information correct? 
• Are the sources cited? Can you verify the facts in another source? 
• Is it clear who has responsibility for the information? Do they have expertise in the subject? 

If there is no indication on the Web page for you to determine if the information is accurate, or 
that the author/publisher has expertise (authority) in the subject, then you should not use it.  

Content: Does the page adequately address your topic? 
• Can you determine what the page wants to communicate? Does it succeed? 
• Is the information available on the current page, or do you need to click on a link to retrieve it? (If you 

need to go to another page, then you need to evaluate that Web page; not the page with the link.) 

If the Web page does not have any new or useful information for your topic, or is just a page 
with links, then you should not use it.  
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Objectivity/Bias: Can you determine the purpose and objectivity of the site? 
• Is there a slant or bias? 
• Does the site try to sell a point of view or product? 
• Is there an obvious purpose or audience? 

If the site is not objective, it may still be okay to use it; it will depend on the purpose of your 
research and your ability to find other sources that present the opposing viewpoint.  

Currency: When was the information published? 
• Are there any dates posted?  
• Does the site post any photos that seem old, have outdated styles, or technology? 
• Does the site have formatting that appears older? 

If you cannot determine a date, or if the date indicates that the information is not current, it may 
still be okay to use it, but it depends on your topic. 

Data: Can it be trusted? 
• If material is presented in graphs and/or charts, is it clearly stated when the data was gathered? 
• Is the data from another site? Can other similar studies be found? 
• Do the graphs or charts have odd incrementation that manipulates the data to present a bias?  

As with published articles, websites may have an agenda to present misleading information 
with graphs or charts that try to show a trend or result that is not valid. 

Illustrations/photographs: Do they provide an accurate pictorial representation? 
• If a web page has illustrations or photographs, does it clearly state why these visuals have been 

included? 
• Are the illustrations/photographs from another site or physical resource? Does the web page provide a 

link to the original source? Is the resource clearly referenced in the caption? 
• Do any illustrations or photographs appear to not match the website or web page contents? Do any of the 

visuals appear to be placed in the site or page just to attract readers? 

Websites may use stock photos or illustrations. Be aware that they should have links just like 
any references in the web page or be stated as stock images. They should have captions that 
show a connection between them and the website or web page contents. 

A Note About Biographical Information: 

Websites, like any resources, should have clear citations, please refer to the Evaluating Books & 
Periodical Articles for Academic Use handout. However, websites do have one advantage over print 
sources: the author can create a link to a source that a reader can access easily. If a link does not 
appear, then the author needs to provide an appropriate bibliography referring to the source of the 
information presented on the website or web page. Be cautious of any website/web page without any 
citations or links. The website is incomplete and could be an abandoned project.  
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