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Golden rule of research: 

 

Don’t just cite 
any old thing 

 
 
 

 
When researching science issues, ideas, facts and theories, make sure 

your information comes from an appropriate and reliable source! 
 

The type of information in scientific journals is different from  
the information in newspaper articles and websites. 

 
Each source type has advantages and disadvantages. 

 
Make sure you pick the right one for the right purpose... 
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Research papers in peer-reviewed journals 
 
 
Research papers in peer-reviewed journals are considered to be the most reliable source of scientific 
and research-based information. 
 
Scientists publish the conclusions of their research in papers in scientific journals. These papers 
include their raw data and the results of their experiments, on which their conclusions were based. 
Because the data are included, other scientists can do their own analyses, and test the original 
scientists’ methods and conclusions. This transparency makes them trustworthy sources.  
 
In addition, articles in these journals are ‘peer reviewed’, which means that before they are published, 
they are read by other scientists in the same field. They are checked for problems and rejected if they 
are considered too flawed. 
 
The research paper in the example 
(right) reports on one study of an HIV 
management tool at a particular time 
and place: a very specific, detailed 
report of research findings. 
 
Notice that these scientific studies 
have a very specific, rigid structure. 
The first part is a densely written 
summary often called an abstract. 
This is followed by an introduction, 
then a methods section. Then follows 
a results section and finally a 
discussion and/or conclusions 
section. This structure is considered 
important in science, and there are 
strict rules governing what 
information can go in what sections. 
 
Often scientific papers don’t provide 
a broad social-political-cultural 
perspective on the science and the 
research. There is an emphasis on 
brevity and simply reporting ‘the 
facts’. More analytical perspectives 
on the broader significance of the 
research may be considered non-
objective and inappropriate. 
Reflecting deeply on the social 
significance of science is sometimes 
seen to be outside a scientist’s job 
description. 
 
 
Advantages:  

• considered by many 
scientists to be the most 
accurate representation of what they actually do 

• considered by researchers to be the most reliable source of science information 
• most thoroughly scrutinised and peer-reviewed by researchers and experts in the field 

 
Disadvantages: 

• written in a formal, dense, specialised style 
• full of jargon and technical details 
• may not provide commentary on the social significance of the research 
• hard to find the punchline if you don’t know the science well. 

(Parker et al., 2016) 
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Review papers in peer-reviewed journals 
 
 
Review papers in peer-reviewed journals are often a good place to start if you are overwhelmed by too 
many scientific research papers on your topic. Reviews provide an overview of all the research in the 
field. They tell you the main issues and the outstanding questions and controversies. 
 
Like research papers, review papers published in peer-reviewed journals are considered to be very 
reliable sources. Again, the information is checked by a peer-review process. And again, the journals 
that publish reviews specialise in a particular field, so reviews are written and edited by people who 
know the science well. 
 
Review papers do not publish original experimental research. Instead, they summarise the research 
that has already been done by others - they summarise the information in published research papers. 
Often a review will cover all the research that has ever been done on a specific subject. The example 
(below), reviews all the research ever published on human rights and sexual and reproductive health 
of women living with HIV: a well-defined topic but much broader in time and place than the research 
paper on p 3. Review papers often conclude with broad remaining questions that further research 
should address. 
 
Reviews are often written in a loose, essay-like style, with many subheadings. Because they 
summarise, they are less likely to use dense, technical information and detailed data. They give a 
more general overview. You can see that the abstract in this example is in plainer language than that 

of the research paper on p 3. This is 
partly because reviews are useful for 
a broader range of researchers, not 
just specialists. 
 
Reviews will often have commentary 
and analysis placing research in its 
social context. They will also 
sometimes assess the quality of 
scientific research, discussing 
strengths and weaknesses of 
research papers. 
 
Note that scientific review papers are 
completely different from book 
reviews or film reviews, which can 
also be published in journals. 
 
 
 
 
 
Advantages: 
• highly regarded by scientists 
• good overview and introduction to 

scientific research on your topic 
• can provide broader social context 
• can be plain language 
 
Disadvantages: 
• may contain jargon and/or assume 

detailed knowledge of the field 
• may not be available for your topic 
• if they are too old, they can give a 

misleading impression of the 
current issues. 

(Kumar et al., 2015) 
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Books and book chapters 
 
 
Books and book chapters are easily accessible sources of science information, because it is easy to 
go to the library shelf and browse through books for the best ones. (One advantage of physical 
libraries over reading books online!! Try it sometime!) However, researchers do not always consider 
books to be the most reliable sources of scientific information. 
 
The quality of the work published in books varies a lot. Publishers check the quality of a draft book 
they are thinking of publishing, but not in the same rigorous way as a peer-reviewer checks a journal 
paper. If the author of a book is very famous, they may get their work published without any kind of 
peer-review or check, because the publishers know they will be able to sell copies of the book 
regardless of the quality of the work. 
 
If a book is edited by scientists or other 
experts in the field, and if its chapters are 
written by many different authors, it can be 
more reliable. This is because the editors 
may check the chapters for quality, in a 
process similar to a peer review. In this 
sense, it can be like a journal, containing 
heaps of useful papers in one convenient 
package. 
 
On the other hand, editors may be so 
desperate for people to contribute chapters 
to a book that they will publish anything. 
 
Like review papers, books are more likely 
to give an overview and context to what 
they are publishing than research papers 
are. They explore topics in greater depth 
than papers are able to. For that reason 
they can be an excellent introduction to a 
topic.  
 
Many textbooks fall into this category, and 
can be useful if they are recent editions. 
Textbooks are often written by teams of 
experts, and are designed to be easy to 
read, making them useful sources. 
 
The length of books can be prohibitive 
though: you can be halfway through a book 
before realising it isn’t much use to you. 
For this reason, it is sometimes worthwhile 
looking up book reviews published in peer-
reviewed journals to get an idea of a book’s 
usefulness before you read it. 
 
 
Advantages:  

• often written in plain language, or have a glossary, so are relatively easy to read 
• usually provide a lot of context and overview for a topic 
• can present different views of a topic in one place if chapters contributed by multiple authors 

 
Disadvantages: 

• can get out of date quickly because of long delays in publication 
• can be biased towards the author’s or editor’s opinions and knowledge-bases 
• may therefore also contain factual inaccuracies 
• can be very long, so time-consuming to read or flip through to find relevant parts. 

(Theodore et al., 2011) 
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Newspaper and magazine articles 
 
 
It is the job of newspapers and magazines to report the news and to explore the background issues 
behind the news. This is the case whether the publications are science-oriented, like New Scientist, or 
populist like Women’s Weekly, or anything else in between. The publications often summarise and 
simplify scientific and research information, and present it in such a way that readers will enjoy reading 
about it and buy the publication. 
 
This means that while newspapers and magazines are serious journalistic publications, they differ 
from scientific publications in several ways. They are more concerned with news than science as 
such. They need to make articles relevant to readers, so may focus on particular aspects of scientific 
research and ignore others. While scientific papers are heavily laden with the assumptions of western 
science and academia, newspapers and magazines may be imbued with the values of media 
magnates and editorial staff, leading to a different interpretation of the significance of research than 
that intended by the scientist who did the research in the first place. 
 
Understanding the different ways in which scientists and journalists communicate, the different value 
systems of diverse types of sources, and recognising biases and assumptions in all communication 
events are important skills for science communicators. As such, using newspaper and magazine 
articles in your work is legitimate if done appropriately. Primarily, these articles are very useful for 
reflecting public, political or business attitudes towards scientific ideas and issues. They are handy for 
quoting key players such as politicians, scientists and public interest groups. They are the best source 

for reporting policy changes and 
political developments. But they 
are not the best sources for 
understanding the science 
behind the news. 
 
Good examples of media articles 
about science can teach us a lot 
about communicating science to 
a general audience, because 
one of their most important tasks 
is to explain science concepts 
and methods in a way that is 
easy for readers to understand. 
 
 
 
Advantages: 
• bring newsworthy science to 

our attention 
• reflect government policies 

and public views about 
scientific issues 

• usually written in plain 
language, so easy to 
understand 

 
Disadvantages: 
• not comprehensive in 

coverage of scientific data 
• not necessarily a reliable 

reflection of scientific ideas 
• may contain biases of media 

owners or editorial staff. 

(Aldhous, 2007) 
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Conference papers 
 
 
Sometimes after a major conference of scientists or researchers, the conference organisers will 
publish a ‘proceedings’ booklet containing papers presented at the conference. 
 
The quality of these publications varies a lot, for several reasons. Conference organisers may or may 
not be picky about which papers go in. This means that sometimes all papers given at a conference 
get published regardless of their quality, and other times only a select few of the best are published.  
 
Also, conference paper authors may not edit their papers after delivering them verbally, so they may 
not be written as rigorously as a journal paper written specifically for publication. 
 
In addition, people attending the conference may have argued with the paper or criticised it, and these 
controversies may not come across in the proceedings booklet. 
 
This is not a reason to reject using the conference papers as a source, but merely a reason to be 
cautious. Bear in mind that conference papers may or may not meet the rigorous standards of peer-
review that are ideally applied to scientific and research works. 
 
On the plus side, conference proceedings can be incredibly informative snapshots of research at a 
particular time. This is because lots of people - often with diverse experience and backgrounds - 
attend conferences all at once, and 
may never be published together 
again. 
 
This diversity can include 
community workers, business 
managers and activists who would 
not normally have their views 
published since they are not 
professional scholars. Their views 
can be invaluable, especially in 
applied sciences such as medicine, 
engineering and science 
communication. 
 
 
 
Advantages:  
• may have undergone a 

rigorous peer-review or 
editorial process before 
publication 

• diverse, less published or 
minority views may be included 

• may reflect not only the views 
of scientists, but of other 
specialists in the field 

• can provide a great snapshot of 
the most important issues of a 
particular time. 

 
Disadvantages: 
• may not be peer-reviewed or 

edited 
• can be somewhat informal in 

style. 

(Kleintjes et al., 2005) 
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 Websites and Blogs 
 
 
Using websites and blogs in research and academic work is risky. In general, it is not advisable to use 
them for gathering general or scientific information or for referencing in an essay or report.  
 
Note here that we’re not talking about the online version of a journal paper, an e-copy of a book, or a 
completely online professional news site like The Conversation or ABC News online. Those sources 
are absolutely fine - there is no difference between a paper copy of an article in New Scientist and an 
electronic copy, because in both cases the content will never change. 
 
What we’re talking about is ephemeral online material that can come down or change as quickly as it 
goes up, written with no explicit process for checking content quality. It is that changeable, ephemeral 
nature that makes them unreliable and risky. 
 
If you type ‘the’ into a Google search, it returns over 25 billion hits. That is more than three websites 
for every person on the Earth. There are a lot of websites out there. This is partly because setting up a 
website or blog is so easy these days if you have access to a computer and the internet. The upshot 
of this is that there is a lot of garbage on the internet, and it can be difficult to tell which sites to trust to 
give you accurate information. 
 
Having said that, there are some circumstances in which it is ok to use websites for your work. 
 
Reading a few choice websites such as Wikipedia can give you an introduction to a topic and can 
point you in the direction of more reliable sources. You can then feel more confident about selecting 
other literature for your research (journal articles, books etc). Wikipedia is as accurate as other 
encyclopedias, so good for an introduction, but it is still riddled with inaccuracies and biases. 
Therefore, while it is a good introduction, DO NOT CITE IT! 
 
Websites are an excellent source of material for representing the views of particular individuals and 
organisations (e.g. policies, reports, press releases). For example, the UNAIDS website is the best 
place to find the United Nation’s policies or recent press releases on HIV/AIDS. 
 
There are some quality websites out there that aim to inform, and have extensive referencing for their 
information (such as avert.org, pictured below). You can cite them if you have to, but it is better to look 
up the originals sources of the information instead of relying upon a website’s interpretation of them. 
The inclusion of references does not necessarily signify quality information on a website. It is up to you 
to assess the quality, and if you have doubts but still want to use the material, express those doubts in 
your work. Critical appraisal 
of sources is an important 
academic skill (see p 9). 
 
 
Advantages 

• easy to access 
• convenient for an 

introduction 
 
Disadvantages 

• anyone can write 
anything without 
checking its factual 
correctness 

• all kinds of hidden 
and explicit biases 

• material changes, 
gets updated or 
removed, so it is 
hard for people 
reading your work to 
check information. 

(Avert, 2015) 
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How to evaluate a website or blog 
 
 
Some criteria you might want to think about when using a website or blog for research include: 
 

• Legitimacy and qualifications of the author. Is the author of each page or post identified? Are 
they contactable by email or other method? Are they qualified to write on the topic? Have they 
published other works on the topic outside of the internet? 

 
• Legitimacy and appropriateness of the publisher. Do you know which organisation or 

individual published the site or blog? Have you heard of them before? Is the domain type 
(.edu, .org, .gov, .com etc) appropriate to the information (educational, not-for-profit, 
government, commercial, etc)? Is it clear who has ultimate responsibility for the accuracy of 
the information? 

 
• Rigour of information checking processes. Does the site or blog describe the processes used 

to check the quality of the contents? Does it have a code of conduct or editorial policy that is 
readily available? Does the process or policy sound reliable? 

 
• Referencing of information. Is the information referenced at all? Is it cited correctly? Are the 

sources for factual information clearly listed so they can be verified in another source? Are 
facts, statistics, graphs and charts properly cited and dated? Are reputable and/or scholarly 
publications or sites referenced? 

 
• Purpose of the website. Does the site or blog have a clear goal or mission statement? Is there 

a link describing the purpose of the sponsoring organisation? Why is the information 
provided? Is there a clear target audience? 

 
• Currency of the information. Does a search reveal more recent information? If the topic is in a 

field that is time-sensitive or regularly evolving, are there indications that the material is kept 
current? When was the page or post written? Last revised? How often is it updated? 

 
• Objectivity of the information. Is it made obvious when the information presented is the opinion 

of the author? Have attempts been made to minimise bias, exaggeration and distortion? Are 
external links to other viewpoints provided? 

 
• Coverage of the site or blog’s topics. Are the topics explored in depth? Is the information 

relevant, comprehensive and accurate? Is it drawn from a variety of sources and cultures? 
 

• Disclosure of legal considerations. Are disclaimers and cautions provided? Are issues of 
copyright and intellectual property clear? Where advertising or sponsorship is a source of 
funding, is this clearly stated? 

 
• Proportion of advertising content on the site or blog. Do advertisements take up a negligible or 

unnoticeable proportion of the site or blog? Where there is advertising on the page, is it clearly 
differentiated from the informational content? 

 
• Quality of external resources recommended or listed by the site or blog. Are there links to 

other resources on the topic? Are the resources well organised? Do all the links work? How 
up-to-date are the links? Are the external resources listed useful? Are the resources evaluated 
in some way? 

 
 
 
If you do use websites or blogs in your research, do it appropriately. 
 
 
Original version of this page informed by Pollari 2008. Updated 2016. 
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Reports 
 
 
Reports are self-published by small organisations, government departments or businesses, often 
without going through any external review or editing process. The organisation that created a report 
may do this simply because they believe it is more important to get the information out into the public 
arena than to comply with the highest research expectations. 
 
A lot of good information can be found in reports, including sometimes raw data and experimental 
results, reviews of research, discussions of research implications, and recommendations for action or 
policy. However, because the information does not undergo a peer-review, it may be biased towards 
the authors’ political, economic or social agendas. (Peer-reviewed material may also be biased in this 
way, but at least theoretically, the peer-review process is supposed to monitor or vet this.) 
 
Government departments will often initiate research studies into particular subjects of interest to them, 
and will publish their own results in reports. The quality of this research may be excellent, carried out 
by skilled, thoughtful and highly regarded researchers. Alternatively, it may be poor, carried out by 
people who happen to work in a particular government department but have little expertise in the area. 
 
The writing up of this material may be somewhat skewed or biased, in order to present the 
government in a positive light. Since government reports have to be signed off by senior officials 
(usually ministers), particular phrases and words may be changed, or whole sections removed or 
added. When using them as a source, it is always worth trying to read between the lines, to see what 
is really being said, or perhaps what critical information has been left out. 
 
Government reports and sometimes business reports can also be simply an excuse for showcasing 
policies or achievements, so separating this ‘propaganda’ from actual research is also necessary. 
 
Reports by non-government organisations (NGOs) can carry the same problems as government 

reports in terms of bias and agenda-
setting. However, depending on the 
NGO, they can sometimes be a lone 
voice of truth or reason in a fraught and 
controversial situation. 
 
When reading any piece of scientific 
literature - be it a research paper in 
Nature or a blog by an anonymous 
science nerd - a good researcher will 
weigh up the evidence, merits and 
possible vested interests of each, and 
will try to represent all views in their 
appropriate context. 
 
 
 
 
 
Advantages: 
• great source of opinion of the 

organisation who produced it 
• may contain valuable research 
• may contain useful analysis of the 

significance of research for policy 
 
Disadvantages: 
• may be biased towards the 

government’s, business’s or 
organisation’s views 

• self published, so no peer-review or 
external editorial process. 

 

(Uganda AIDS Commission  
and Ministry of Health, 2015) 
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 How to find this stuff at ANU 
 
Books, hardcopy reports and conference proceedings 
 
The ANU libraries contain a lot of books, published conference proceedings and hardcopy versions of 
reports, and the locations and details of these are easily accessed through the library’s catalogue. 
 
If you are looking for a document and the ANU libraries do not have it, try the ‘Trove’ catalogue. This 
will tell you if other ACT libraries such as those at the University of Canberra or the National Library of 
Australia have it. To access this catalogue from the ANU library site, click on the ‘Catalogue’ menu at 
the left of the screen, and you will see ‘Trove’ as one of the options. 
 
 
Finding journal, magazine and newspaper articles 
 
To find journal, magazine or newspaper articles relevant to your topic, you need to look up an 
electronic database. Different databases cover different ranges of publications, and it is worth 
experimenting to see which ones give you the best results.  
 
To find electronic databases through the ANU library website, click on the ‘online resources’ menu, 
then choose the ‘E-resources and databases’ option. You can search for databases by subject area, 
or alphabetically by name. If you are working off campus, you will need to log in via reverse proxy (ask 
for help with with this if you don’t know what it is). 
 
The Web of Science and Scopus databases are the most useful one to start with if you are searching 
for journal papers. They document all research and review papers that are published in the most well 
respected journals in all science and social science fields including science communication. They also 
list some published conference papers. You can look up any topic, choose which journals to search in 
or what kinds of papers you want, and in many cases the database will provide a direct link to a pdf of 
the paper. If there is no direct link, you can look up the journal title in the library catalogue and follow 
the links to find the right volume and page numbers. 
 
The ANU library has a huge range of journals available for free electronically, so make sure you 
search via the library catalogue (log in via reverse proxy if using a computer off campus). 
 
If you want to get the full text of Australian newspaper articles, use the Factiva database. This is a 
much more rigorous and systematic way of researching newspaper coverage of science issues than 
doing a Google search, which will produce very random, unsystematic results. Factiva also has full 
text articles from news magazines such as Time. 
 
 
Google Scholar 
 
Google Scholar is a free online database for finding academic publications - similar to Web of Science 
and Scopus, but accessible by anyone. Google Scholar can sometimes find articles that other 
databases do not have access to. It can also find books and other marginal types of publication (like 
reports and conference papers) that other databases generally ignore. 
 
However, Google Scholar is NOT rigorously discerning in the results that it returns, so in this sense is 
much less reliable than the databases available from the ANU library website. As with an ordinary 
Google search, you will need to work through the a long and tedious list to get the material you really 
want. It is also more difficult to sort results, so can be very frustrating. But there is certainly no harm in 
using it as an additional research tool. 
 
 
Electronic reports 
 
It is increasingly common for organisations to publish their reports online, especially for governments 
and international organisations like the UN. To find these, try a Google search, or search for the 
organisation’s homepage and follow their links. 
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How to reference your sources  
 
Different publications and disciplines have different referencing styles, but what they all have in 
common is that you must reference consistently, comprehensively and correctly. That means each 
reference must include all the necessary information for your readers to be able to find the work in a 
hundred years’ time. The list below shows you how to reference different kinds of sources. It is 
formatted in a particular style, but for any style, your references must include the same information. 
 
There are two primary reasons for referencing. First, a reference attributes information to its correct 
source. This is important to avoid looking like you have plagiarised someone else or made the 
information up. Second, accurate referencing enables readers to look up your sources to check the 
information for themselves. If in doubt about referencing, ask yourself if you are fulfilling those aims. 
 
Note: even if articles, reports or papers are downloaded from the web, they should not be referenced 
like websites. The website format is reserved for material that is only available as a webpage. For 
example, an article from The Australian or Nature that you found on an electronic database or on the 
web is still first and foremost a newspaper article or journal paper, and should be referenced as such. 
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