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This document is part of An Introduction to Wikipedia, a course on WikiLearn. 

In this document we will look at references and citations on Wikipedia, and how 
some sources are considered more reliable than others. 

Reliable sources on Wikipedia 

Everything on Wikipedia should be referenced. Although this isn’t always the case, 
especially with very old Wikipedia articles that might still exist without any references 
at all.  

Ideally, someone like yourself will come along and improve these, and there are lists 
of articles that need references added to them. We’ll look at those in a future lesson. 

We can’t just use anything as a reference. There are certain guidelines on what is a 
good or reliable reference, and in this lesson we’ll go over some things to keep in 
mind. 

Wikipedia relies on reliable sources. But what is a reliable source? 

Wikipedia articles should be based mainly on secondary sources, so a source that 
relates to or discusses information originally presented elsewhere.  

As an example, a book about the Second World War might be a secondary source 
about the war, but if it included details of the author's own war experiences, it would 
be a primary source about those experiences. 

Reliable sources could be academic and peer-reviewed publications, scholarly 
monographs, or textbooks. But sometimes academic publications can fall out of date, 
so non-academic sources may also be used. 

News reporting from well-established news outlets and high-quality mainstream 
publications is generally considered to be a reliable source for facts.  

Which sources you use will be based on what subject you’re writing about, as for 
example, some news organisations might not be considered reliable for their political 
reporting, but are considered excellent sources for their sports coverage. 

Wikipedia maintains a non-exhaustive list of reliable sources that often come up in 
discussion. You can find it by typing WP:RSP in the Wikipedia search bar.  

 

This will take you to the Wikipedia page for Reliable Sources / Perennial Sources, as 
seen in the image below. 

There’s a link to jump straight to the list of frequently discussed sources, and this is a 
good place to look at first if you’re unsure if a source is reliable or not. 

https://learn.wiki/


 

​
If you can’t find something there, you can find others mentioned in the reliable 
sources noticeboard archive. There is a link to the archive above the main list, under 
‘What if my source is not here?’, as highlighted by the red circle below. Or search 
WP:RSN in the Wikipedia search box to find it. 

 

 

​
This will take you to the page shown below. You can search there, or start a new 
discussion if you’re unsure about a source, and other contributors will help reach a 
consensus on its reliability.  

To start a new discussion, click the large blue button that says Start a new 
discussion. 

You can also scroll down the page to see other discussions and you can reply to give 
your input too. 



 

​
Back on the list page, there’s a Legend section to show how sources are graded. 

These include ‘Generally reliable in its areas of expertise’, which could mean “the 
source has a reputation for fact-checking, accuracy, and error-correction, often in the 
form of a strong editorial team.” 

Then there is ‘No consensus, unclear, or additional considerations apply’, which 
could mean “the source is marginally reliable (i.e. neither generally reliable nor 
generally unreliable), and may be usable depending on context.” 

There’s also ‘Generally unreliable’, ‘Blacklisted’, and ‘Request for comment’, which 
are each defined within the Legend section of this page, along with additional links 
for further information.  

 



Below the Legend section is the actual list, under Sources, and you can already see 
the first two include a source that is considered generally unreliable (in red), and 
another that is considered generally reliable (in green). 

 

Taking a closer look at these, you can see links to discussions under List and when 
the last discussion was held, to give you an idea of when the current consensus was 
reached. There’s also a summary of the discussions that could include information 
relevant to anyone wanting to use that source in the future. 

 

Further down the list, for Amazon, there’s a note that a consensus found it was 
generally unreliable to use as a source, with one of the reasons being that reviews 
on Amazon are considered self-published, with a link to the Wikipedia policy on this 
topic. 

 

Self-published sources, such as blogs or even self-published books, are largely not 
acceptable on Wikipedia. This also includes social media posts, comment sections, 
forum posts, or personal websites, and it’s because anyone can publish something 
and claim to be an expert, and it’s important that the information on Wikipedia is 
verifiable. 



So unless an author has previously been published by reliable, independent 
publications, Wikipedia advises you to exercise caution when using self-published 
sources.  

You can read the Wikipedia policy on self published sources by typing WP:SPS into 
the Wikipedia search bar to see the page pictured below. 

 

​
Wikipedia is also very strict when it comes to biographical articles about living 
people, and in these cases you should never rely on self-published sources. For 
more information on why Wikipedia is so strict around these types of articles in 
particular, type WP:BLP into the Wikipedia search bar to read the policy on 
​​Biographies of living persons, as pictured below. 

 

​
Websites that rely on user-generated content are also generally unacceptable as 
reliable sources on Wikipedia. Although these websites often have a lot of useful 
information, such as release dates of movies or writing credits for music, the content 
is often contributed by users and included without a source. Because of this, there’s 



no way to verify the information is correct, and mistakes or incorrect information can 
appear. 

At the end of the day, verifiability is important on Wikipedia too, and any information 
on Wikipedia that isn’t referenced is likely to be removed because no one can verify 
whether the information is correct. 

All of this doesn’t mean that your sources have to all be freely available online, just 
that someone should be able to verify it. So, if you were to use a book as a source, 
ideally someone should be able to find a copy in a library collection to double check 
the source.  

Likewise, if a source is only accessible behind a paywall, this is still ok to use, as 
although not everyone will be able to read the source, someone else with access to 
the resource could.  

Wikipedia Resource Exchange 

 

If you can’t find a source you need for your research, there is the WikiProject 
Resource Exchange where you can request help accessing sources, including those 
behind a paywall.  

It can be found by typing WP:RX into the Wikipedia search bar, and you can request 
help finding or accessing something you need to expand a Wikipedia article you’re 
working on.  

You can also browse the current requests and see if you can help someone locate a 
source. 

There’s also some general tips on finding sources on a page called Find Your 
Source, pictured below. 



 

​
You can visit the Find Your Source page by typing WP:FYS into the Wikipedia search 
bar, and it’s worth remembering as it could be useful later on if you need tips on 
finding resources for your research. 

Additional sources and further reading  

Information on References: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Citing_sources  

Wikipedia’s Guide to Reliable Sources: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Reliable_sources  

Wikipedia’sPerennial Sources list:  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Reliable_sources/Perennial_sources  

Wikipedia’s Policy on Primary and Secondary Sources information: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:No_original_research#Primary,_secondary_a
nd_tertiary_sources   

Wikipedia’s Policy on Biography of Living Persons: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Biographies_of_living_persons   

Wikipedia’s Policy on Verifiability: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Verifiability   

Resource Exchange Resource Request: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:WikiProject_Resource_Exchange/Resource_
Request    

Find Your Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Find_your_source   
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