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Assigning Data Credibility

Obtain database and study 
files

Database contains 
metadata, or other 
documentation of 
study source or 
monitoring plan

"Appropriate quality 
assurance and quality 

control procedures were 
followed and documented 
in collecting and analyzing 

water quality samples"

Data Deemed Credible

Check if can reasonably 
assign study source

Data source is 
known, but not 
documented in 

database

Check for surrounding 
credible data for 

comparison

"The samples or 
measurements are 

representative of water 
quality conditions at the 

time the data were 
collected"

Document how determined 
"representative" i.e., by statistics, 

ratios, comparisons, etc.

Interpretation of the policy is that it applies to entire studies. If the study 
has prepared a QAPP and documented acceptable QA/QC results in a 
final report (or another document) the results are considered credible.  
Data collected as part of an on-going monitoring effort by a governmental 
agency also are considered credible.

Data credibility is 
Uncertain

Check sample size 
(Determine attainment of 

MQOs)

"The data consist of an 
adequate number of 

samples based on the 
objectives of the sampling, 
the nature of the water in 

question, and the 
parameters being 

analyzed"

Document how determined not 
"adequate" i.e., less than 5 or 3 

independent samples

Document how determined "adequate"
i.e., more than 5 or 3 independent 

samples

Check for information on 
laboratory analysis 

methods and protocols

"Sampling and laboratory 
analysis conform to 

methods and protocols 
generally acceptable in the 

scientific community as 
appropriate for use in 

assessing the condition of 
the water"

Document how determined "non 
conforming" i.e., unaccredited lab, 

wrong method used, lab MQOs, etc.

Document how determined 
"conforming" i.e., documented, 
accredited lab, lab MQOs, etc.

General Notes:
1.  A study must have collected "enough" data points to represent the system and be credible.  "Enough" is open to 
professional judgment.
2.  Newer data is more valuable than old data.  For example, data collected at the mouth of a tributary in 2000 is 
more useful than data collected in 1990.  But if all you have is data from 1990, then that is what you use (if it is 
credible).
3.  If data from a "credible" source doesn't make sense, then it can be rejected based on professional judgment.

The following step is determining if the 
data are "good" or qualifying the data.

Data deemed not credible may still 
potentially be used for analysis but will be 

qualified as such.
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Document/reference QAPP in metadata
(QAPP or equivalent that defines acceptable

MQOs: accuracy, precision, 
representativeness)

Before the data are deemed not credible, the reviewer has the 
option to label it as uncertain.  The reviewer may discuss it with 

another reviewer to try to resolve or leave the status as uncertain.
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Data are deemed
NOT Credible

20
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Review decisions 
leading to uncertain 

label

Data/study 
objectives 

appropriate and 
applicable to 

current project 
objectives?

23

Return to Step 10 in Chart A - project 
screening and documentation process.


