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Understanding Evidence And Sources Of Information
When conducting research or when telling a story 
we seek out evidence or sources of information. 
These can often be categorised as either primary, 
secondary or tertiary. These different categories 
are defined by the originality of the material and 
how close the material is to the source of origin.

Assigning sources and evidence into categories 
helps to inform the listener or reader about 
whether the storyteller acquired the information 
first-hand or whether they found the information 
through retellings.

It’s not always easy to categorise a source or piece of evidence as being primary, secondary or 
tertiary. The categories are:

Primary

Primary sources provide a first-hand account of an event or period in time. They are presented 
without further interpretation or analysis. Instead, they can present original thinking, may 
report on events as they happen, or can share new information. These are sources that are 
being shown for the first time. Primary sources can represent original research.

Some examples of primary sources include:

Diaries, military journals, letters and other correspondence, speeches, audio recordings, 
conference proceedings, original artwork, poems, photographs, speeches,  memos, personal 
narratives, diaries, interviews, autobiographies, manuscripts, theses, dissertations, scholarly 
journal articles (research-based), case law, legislation, regulations, constitutions, original 
documents, e.g. wedding certificates or trial transcripts.

Secondary

Secondary sources are those that offer an interpretation or analysis of a primary source and 
are considered to be persuasive. They will often try to describe or explain a primary source. 
Secondary sources tend to be works that involve generalisation, synthesis, interpretation, 
evaluation or commentary with the intention of convincing the reader of the creator’s position 
or argument.

Some examples of secondary sources include:

Textbooks, journal articles that comment on or analyse research, books and articles that 
interpret or analyse, histories, biographies, literary criticism and interpretation, reviews of law 
and legislation, political analyses and commentaries (including from a newspaper), criticism of 
literature, artworks or music.
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Tertiary

Tertiary sources are those that list, index or compile other sources. Some reference books 
and textbooks can be considered tertiary sources if their main purpose is to list, summarise or 
repackage information. Tertiary sources tend not to have a particular author.

Some examples of tertiary sources include:

Dictionaries and encyclopedias (these may also be secondary), bibliographies (these may 
also be secondary), textbooks (these may be secondary), fact books, almanacs, directories, 
guidebooks, manuals, handbooks, Wikipedia. 

Sources:

• https://www.crk.umn.edu/library/primary-secondary-and-tertiary-sources
• https://www.library.unsw.edu.au/study/information-resources/primary-and-secondary-

sources
• https://guides.library.unisa.edu.au/historycultural/sourcetypes
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