Tools for Assessing Web Credibility

by Caesar Jere, Evelyn Hone College, Zambia.

The Internet is a great source of information which can save much of a  reporter's legwork what with the countless websites available for research.

However, like any other source of information, journalists should not take the information available on the Internet for granted. Scepticism remains a key element guiding the gathering of information, regardless of the source. There is a lot of misleading and unreliable information on many websites, often for the sole purpose of misleading the consumer or sometimes, simply outdated.

Young and old journalists should be reminded never to take any information at face value. This is especially true of the web, where anyone -- regardless of educational background or experience -- can be an instant publisher. The traditional criteria used to determine the credibility of other sources can be applied to the Internet. 

Students should use these criteria to evaluate information gathered from the Internet before using it in news stories:

Criteria:

AUTHORITY

1. Does the information have a hint of authority?

· What is the ultimate source of the information?

· What is the domain, how reliable is it?

· What is the organisation, is it reputable?

· Who is the author or web administrator? Is an email address listed?

ACCURACY

2. Is the page accurate in content and presentation?

· Based on what you already know about the subject (or have checked from other sources), does the information seem credible?

· Are there obvious typos or misspelled words or other signs of sloppiness?

· Has the site been evaluated by one of the Web subject indexes, a rating service or a library? If so, can they tell you what criteria they used?

OBJECTIVITY

3. Does the overall site give a balanced and objective point of view?

· Does the page display a particular bias or perspective? Is it clear and forthcoming about its view of the subject? Does it use inflammatory or provocative language?

· If the page contains advertising, are the ads clearly distinguishable from content?

· Does the information appeal more to the emotions or the intellect?

TIMELINESS

4. Is the information up to date?

· Is it clear when the information was published?

· Is this a recent version?

· Is the page generally accessible and easy to download?

· Are there any indications that an attempt is made to keep the pages current?

· Are links to other Web pages current?

COVERAGE

5. Are the purpose and objectives of the page clear?

· Does the page cover the topic broadly?

· Is it geared to a particular audience or level of expertise?

· What is the primary purpose of the page? To sell a product?

To make a political point? To have fun? To parody a person or organisation?

Method:

Divide your class into groups of five. Give trainees a list of sites from which each group will choose one to evaluate, according to the list of criteria (above)

Exercise:

You are a new employee of Accuweb.com -- a company that evaluates and rates the reliability of all sites on the Internet. You work in a team of five evaluators, each designated with one of the five source credibility criteria (authority, accuracy, objectivity, timeliness, coverage). 

Accuweb.com's objective is to rate each site on a scale of reliability from 10-0, with 10 being the most reliable, and 0 being the least reliable. As a way of arriving at the total score, each site is given 0,1 or 2 points per criterion.

2 = very reliable information that you can count on completely, including quotation and attribution

1 = somewhat reliable information that can be useful for background

0 = inaccurate information and / or can't be counted on for accurate information

