
The C.R.A.P. Test 

 
 

Currency 
On a website, date information can sometimes be harder to find.  

 If you're looking at a single page within a website, the publication or last 
updated date should be near the page title, toward the top of the page.  It will 
usually include a day, month and year.  (When you cite a web article or specific 
web page, this is the date you'll need.) 

 The copyright date for the entire website (usually found in the site's footer, 
often seen at the bottom all pages within that site's domain) will be listed as a 
year only, and is not the same as the publication date for any given page on the 
site.  But, it is a clue as to whether a site is actively maintained (if the copyright 
date is several years ago, be on the lookout for outdated information). 

 When no publication dates are listed, keep an eye out for: 

 Many broken links are a sign that no one is actively maintaining a page's 
content. 

 No recent citations.  Look within the text for dates, or scan the 
citation/references list (if available).  If all of the sources that the article 
mentions or cites are several years old, then the article itself was probably 
published a few years ago, too.  Even if it was published more recently, if it 
only used older sources, it's probably not terribly current. 

 Failure to mention major recent events or discoveries related to the subject 
matter.   A web page related to airline security that doesn't at least mention the 
September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, for example, may be older than 15 years. 

Older web pages, articles or book are not bad, of course, but may be missing more 
current information or viewpoints.  Use your judgment to decide whether or not a 
source is current enough for your needs. 

 

Reliability 
Unreliable information is useless to you, no matter what kind of research you're 
doing.  Protect yourself from misinformation by: 

 Stick with scholarly sources!  These have quality-control measures in place and 
are far more likely to be accurate. 

 Look for citations.  Authors who cite their sources are giving you a pathway to 
the information that they used to write their article, web page, book, etc.  You 
can track down those citations to be sure that the author is accurately 
quoting/summarizing the originals. 

 Avoid using statistics or "facts" from a site that you suspect is biased.  An 
organization or individual that wants to persuade you is more likely to "tweak" 
data to fit their own agenda. 



 Question claims made by an author who isn't an expert in the subject he's 
writing about.  Is no author given?  Look carefully at the site host/publisher to 
make sure it's reputable and unbiased. 

 Be a fact checker.  Can you find any additional sources that confirms a 
questionable fact, statistic or claim?  If not, think twice about using it. 

 

Authority 
How can you tell which sources are written by an authority in the field? 

1. Find the author or editor's name.  You will usually see it near the title of the 
article or page -- but you may find more information if you scroll to the 
bottom. 

o Are any advanced degrees listed with the author's name (M.D., M.S., 
Ph.D., Ed.D., etc.)?  

o Is the author's place of employment given?  Do they work in a field 
that's relevant to the subject they're writing about?  Workplace not 
listed?  Search for them in Google (hint: put their name in "quotation 
marks") to find out. 

o Have they published other articles, web pages or books on this topic, 
or related topics? 

2. Learn about the site publisher or host.   Especially when no author's name is 
listed on a web page, you'll need to take a look at the organization that is 
responsible for the overall website.   You'll usually see the publisher/host 
name at the top of the page, or at the very bottom (sometimes with a 
"copyright" statement). 

o Look for an "About" link at the top or bottom of the page.  This 
should explain the mission of the organization who's hosting the 
website, as well as the purpose of the information that is being 
published there. 

o The website's domain (the three-letter suffix in the web address) can 
give you a quick clue about the organization: 

 .edu sites are educational in nature, most often school 
websites (including universities).  A .edu domain is always a 
good sign, but remember that faculty (experts) and students 
(novices) alike may be publishing information to their 
school's site, so look carefully at the content before using it. 

 .gov or .mil sites are for government and military 
agencies.  These sites exist to make government information 
available to the public, and they are generally considered 
authoritative. 

 
 
 
 
 

 .org sites are for nonprofit organizations.  These sites may be 
educational, research or advocacy-based.  You will need to 
read about the organization to determine whether or not the 
information it publishes is likely to be biased or not.  

 .com is the most familiar domain.  It stands for "commercial," 
and can be used by any company, for any purpose.  So, you 
will see news, entertainment, social networking, and even 
some educational products.  Look carefully for author 
information, or read about the publisher/host to decide 
whether it is trustworthy for your research purposes or not. 

 

Purpose / Point of View 
People (and organizations) publish on the open web with various intentions.  They may 
want to advocate for a cause or a political issue.  They may want to sell a product.  It 
doesn't necessarily mean that you can't use their information.  In fact, if you want to find 
opposing viewpoints or to gather examples of marketing or political strategies, etc. these 
kinds of publications might be just what you need.  But, when you need unbiased 
information, they could lead you astray.  You need to be able to spot bias. 

How can you tell if a web page (or even an article or book) is objective or unbiased? 

 If it's scholarly, it's probably a safe bet.  

 It remains neutral on controversial issues, giving equal time to each point of 
view.  An unbiased author will try to fairly represent conflicting ideas, without 
trying to convince you that one is right. 

 If its purpose is to teach or inform, it's likely relatively safe from bias.  On an 
organization's website, look for an "about" or "mission" link.  In an ebook, 
look for an introduction, or go to the publisher's website.  For an article, go to 
the journal, magazine or newspaper's website and look for an "about" link. 

What are some signs that you're looking at a biased or subjective web page? 

 If its purpose is to persuade, endorse, promote, market, sell, or entertain.  If you're not 
sure, check the organization/publisher/magazine website for an "about" or 
"mission" link.  If the site has motives beyond simply teaching or informing, 
then you need to be on guard for bias and inaccuracies in any information that 
you find there. 

 If it presents a one-sided view of a controversial issue, or the author dwells on 
his or her opinion without giving equal time to opposing viewpoints. 

 If it uses negative language to describe opposing viewpoints, products, 
candidates, etc. 


