
 
 
 
 

What is Common Knowledge 
 

If information is common knowledge, a source does not need to be cited. That sounds 
straightforward but determining exactly what is and is not common knowledge can be complex. 
The issue raises some interesting questions for writers: who are their readers and what can they 
assume about them? What constitutes common knowledge is always going to be relative to the 
context and subject to change. So, how do you decide?  
 

Here are some questions to consider: 
● Who is the specific audience I am writing for?  
● What information can I safely assume they already know? Do at least five other reliable 

sources share the same assumption? 
● Will reasonable people want to know where the information is coming from to confirm it 

or to understand more? 
● Will many people find what I am saying controversial and want to verify and/or challenge 

it?  
   
In addition to the above questions, here are some general principles, with examples, to keep in 
mind.  
 

Do not cite sources when: 
● Facts are easily verified and already known. For example, “Toni Morrison was born on 

February 18, 1931.” This can be easily looked up, and there is no real controversy or 
debate surrounding it. 

● Non-controversial opinions are shared to specific groups. For example, “Toni Morrison 
was one of the most influential American writers of the last fifty years.” This is common 
knowledge to writers and people in the literary field.  

● At least five other credible sources do not think it is necessary to cite. For example, 
“There have been multiple attempts to ban Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye from high 
school classrooms.” This might not be known by the audience, but a quick survey of 
credible sources shows that people in the field believe it to be commonly understood. 

 
 
 
 



Do cite sources when: 
● Statistics and numerical data are used to demonstrate the credibility of the source and 

reliability of the information. For example, “The week after Morrison’s death, 84,000 
copies of The Bluest Eye were sold.” 

● Controversial opinions held by some experts are shared to specific groups in the field. 
These should be cited because they are not commonly held. For example, “The Bluest Eye 
should be removed from high school classrooms, not because of its graphic content, but 
because it lacks effective plot development.” Readers who care about Morrison probably 
want to know the source of this criticism and read it for themselves. 

● Information that is not commonly known to a specific group is shared. For example, 
while widely known in the literary field, the claim, “Toni Morrison was one of the most 
influential American writers of the last fifty years,” might not be as generally understood 
by Biology or Business majors. 

 

When in doubt, cite the source. Better to over cite sources than under 
cite them because we do not want to plagiarize, even accidentally. For more information about 
plagiarism, see the library’s web page:  https://library.cod.edu/plagiarism/tutorial  
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