
Library Science 
Lesson on User Generated Content 

 

Directions: Read the following information about User Generated Content, and answer the questions at 

the end. 

Lesson Overview 

Let's be honest: when you do research for an assignment, where's the first place you go? The Internet, 

and let me guess - you're going to go to Google first. 

What's wrong with getting information from the Internet? People must be pretty smart if they are 

publishing information online! 

Not necessarily. Anyone can publish pretty much anything they want on the Internet and there are a lot 

of unreliable sources out there! 

In this lesson, we will learn about: 

User-generated content 

What is USER-GENERATED? 

User-generated content (UGC) is defined as "any form of content such as blogs, wikis, discussion forums, 

posts, chats, tweets, podcasts, digital images, video, audio files, advertisements and other forms of 

media that was created by users of an online system or service, often made available via social media 

websites". 

Publishing Information Online 

So if it's not just smart people publishing information online, who can publish information on the web? 

The short answer: 

Anyone who can access the Internet. 

User-generated content is information that was not written by experts, professionals or journalists. 

User-generated content is not always terrible, but you shouldn't trust the information without 

investigating it further, and you probably shouldn't use it in your research paper. 

To Elaborate... 

That may not really put things into perspective... the long answer to "Who can publish information on 

the web?"is: 

Anyone who can access the Internet can publish on the web, including: 

Scholars                    Unbiased journalists                      Scientists 
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BUT BE AWARE....because these people can publish to the web, too: 

People who have no idea what they are talking about. 

These users can post to most networks on the Open Web and may not be experts or provide quality 

information.  When using user-generated content, you have to find evidence that it is good information 

by evaluating the source, investigating the author of the source, and looking for proof that they know 

what they are talking about. 

SEARCH ENGINE RESULTS 

Quality of Search Engine Results 

Having caution when using a search engine to find information on the web 

Because web crawler programs - and not people - determine which sources you get in your search 

results, you may get credible websites published by experts or professional journalists. 

But within the same list of results, you will probably find websites with user-generated content. 

Wikipedia, for example, is usually one of the first results when you search for information in Google. 

There are some informational websites, like Wikipedia and eHow, which only contain user-generated 

content. This means that any user, regardless of their education or expertise, can post information 

there. 

User-generated Sources 

While this does not necessarily mean that this information is wrong, you should be more suspicious of 

the source's accuracy and credibility. 

It is generally not a good idea to include user-generated content in a research project. We will learn 

more about that in the next lesson, too. If you have any questions, ask your librarian or instructor. 

Websites with User Generated Information (Content): 

Blogs, Comments on articles and blog posts, Facebook, Instagram, Reddit, Twitter, Tumblr, Yahoo! 

Answers, Yelp, YouTube 

WHAT’S ON THE INTERNET? 

Free vs. Fee 

When you look at the list of websites that primarily have user-generated content, you might notice 

something: they are all free!  

Just remember, that the price of using free information is that it may be unreliable. 

Experts, journalists and scholars have a job and make their living off of their articles and books, which is 

why many newspapers, journals and databases have large annual fees. But don't worry about paying - 

that's where your library comes in! You can find many of these reliable sources at your school or public 

library at absolutely no cost to you. 
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There are some newspaper and journal articles and books that are available to you for free on the 

Internet, because their publisher or author has decided to make them "Open Access." If you are 

interested in learning more about Open Access materials, ask your librarian! 

Who Can Publish Information to the Web? 

Anyone, regardless of their education, expertise, or research skills. 

When conducting formal research it is best to use sources written by scholars, experts, or unbiased 

journalists. Sources written by these people tend to be more accurate, well researched, and unbiased. 

Questions: 

#1. Explain in your own words why it's not such a good idea to use user-generated content in your 

research paper. 

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

#2. Which of the following websites will have mostly user-generated content? You can do an Internet 

search for the source if you are unsure. Check all that apply. 

 YouTube 

 The Wall Street Journal Newspaper 

 National Geographic Magazine online 

 Encyclopedia Britannica online 

 Good Reads Book Blog 

 Yahoo Answers! 

#3. In your own words, explain why user-generated content is generally free and on the Open Web, 

while content written by experts can be expensive and require a username and password or a special 

link to access the source. 

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  

 ___________________________________________________________________________________  


