
HIPPOS Reference Guide 
 
HIPPOS is an acronym that we use to help us better understand the sources we read. It helps us 
understand the perspective of the author of the source, to recognize their potential bias, and to draw 
more informed conclusions. 
 

Types of Sources Review: There are two main types of sources we will analyze in this class. They 
are primary sources and secondary sources. 
 

• Primary Source – any source of historical information that is a first-hand account of an 
event, practice, or condition of a time period  

• Secondary Source – any source of historical information that was written after the time 
period it describes 

 

It is important to use both primary and secondary sources when analyzing a civilization. They both 
have benefits and drawbacks, and together they can be used to get a fuller picture. 
 

HIPPOS stands for:  
• Historical Context 
• Intended Audience 
• Point of View 
• Purpose 
• Outside Information 
• Significance 

 

We can use HIPPOS before, during, and after reading a source so we can understand the lens in 
which it was written. It can help us look out for certain key details, messages, or emotions within the 
source. It can also help us be wary of potential misconceptions. 
 

Each category of HIPPOS helps us understand a different part of the source: 
 

• Historical Context – What was going on at the time the source was created? 
o Historical context is thinking about the setting of the source. When was it written? 

Where was it written? What was happening in that society at the time? A source is 
often shaped by its surrounding environment. 
 

• Intended Audience – Who was this source created for? 
o Sources may adopt different tones and styles depending on who they think will read 

it. A personal diary is written very differently from a formal speech. Understanding 
who was the target audience provides insight into the source. 

 

• Point of View – What is the author’s perspective as they created the source? 
o It is important to consider the author’s background. Where are they from? What 

experiences have shaped their life? What sort of education and knowledge do they 
have about what they are writing about? What are their key values or beliefs? All of 
these shape how they choose to write the source. 

 
Purpose – Why was this source created? 

o Building off of the intended audience, the purpose of the document is important. Was 
this source created with a certain goal in mind? Did it try to inspire change or 
communicate a new idea? Was the author forced to create it by someone else?  

 



• Outside Information – What else do I know or want to know about the topic that is 
relevant? 

o This is a great area to ask questions and add in prior knowledge. Similar to historical 
context, this category is for us to think about extended research. What else would 
you want to know about the author or the setting to better understand this source? 
Additionally, what prior knowledge do you already have that gives you a better 
understanding of the source? 

 

• Significance – Why does this source matter? 
o Finally, this category helps us think about the source’s significance. It could be 

significant to its place and time in how it impacted the society it was created in. The 
impact could also have come later, influencing future leaders or people, or it might 
have an impact or influence on us today. Why is the source important? This is often 
answered after completing the rest of a HIPPOS analysis, and sometimes even after 
reading the source itself. 
 

Two Final Important Notes: 
1. HIPPOS is usually used to analyze the perspective of one source, but it can be applied to a 

larger group if some characteristics apply to multiple sources. 
2. When completing a HIPPOS analysis, usually 2-4 of the HIPPOS elements are easier to fill 

in and are more helpful in analyzing the perspective of the source. And that’s okay. 
 
How to identify HIPPOS 

 


