
how to write a literature review in apa
format
how to write a literature review in apa format is a crucial skill for any academic
researcher or student aiming to produce high-quality scholarly work. This comprehensive
guide will meticulously walk you through the entire process, from understanding the
fundamental purpose of a literature review to mastering the intricacies of APA style
formatting. We will explore essential preparatory steps, delve into the structural
components that define a robust review, and provide actionable advice on synthesizing
information, developing compelling arguments, and ensuring strict adherence to APA 7th
edition guidelines. By the end of this article, you will possess a clear, detailed roadmap for
crafting an authoritative, well-organized, and impactful literature review that stands up to
academic scrutiny.
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Understanding the Purpose of a Literature
Review
A literature review forms the bedrock of any solid research paper, thesis, or dissertation. It
is far more than a simple summary of existing works; it is a critical synthesis of scholarly
sources related to a specific topic or research question. Understanding its core purpose is
the first step in learning how to write a literature review in APA format effectively.



Defining the Literature Review
At its heart, a literature review is an exhaustive and systematic examination of published
works on a particular subject. It surveys scholarly articles, books, dissertations, and other
relevant academic sources, providing a comprehensive overview of current knowledge. This
process involves identifying key theories, methods, and gaps in the existing research. The
goal is to establish what is already known, what is not known, and what future research
needs to address, thereby contextualizing your own study within the broader academic
discourse.

Unlike an annotated bibliography, which merely describes each source individually, a
literature review integrates multiple sources into a coherent narrative. It organizes the
literature thematically, chronologically, or methodologically, presenting a cohesive
argument about the current state of research. For those seeking to master how to write a
literature review in APA format, this foundational understanding of its definition and scope
is paramount.

Why a Literature Review is Crucial in Academic Writing
The importance of a well-executed literature review cannot be overstated in academic
writing. Firstly, it demonstrates your expertise and familiarity with the chosen field, showing
that you have engaged deeply with the relevant scholarship. Secondly, it helps to justify
your research by revealing how your study addresses existing gaps, resolves
contradictions, or extends current theories. Without this context, the significance of your
own contribution might be unclear.

Furthermore, a literature review aids in refining your research questions, identifying
appropriate methodologies, and avoiding unintentional replication of previous work. It
provides a theoretical framework for your study, grounding your empirical investigation in
established knowledge. Properly executed, a literature review in APA format not only
supports your research but also contributes to the ongoing scholarly conversation, making
it an indispensable component of academic excellence.

APA Format Essentials for Literature Reviews
Adhering to APA (American Psychological Association) style is non-negotiable for most
social sciences, education, and psychology disciplines. When learning how to write a
literature review in APA format, understanding the specific guidelines for formatting,
citation, and ethical considerations is critical. The APA 7th edition provides clear rules
designed to promote consistency, clarity, and the easy retrieval of information.

General APA Formatting Guidelines
An APA literature review must follow general document formatting rules to ensure
professionalism and readability. These include specific requirements for margins, font, line
spacing, and page headers. Typically, an APA paper uses 1-inch margins on all sides, a
highly legible font such as Times New Roman 12-point or Calibri 11-point, and double-
spacing throughout the entire document. The title page, abstract (if required), the main



body of the literature review, and the reference list each begin on a new page.

For student papers, the title page will include the paper title, author's name, institutional
affiliation, course number, instructor's name, and assignment due date. Professional papers
include a running head, author's note, and abstract. Ensuring every element is correctly
formatted according to APA standards is a key aspect of learning how to write a literature
review in APA format.

Citing Sources in APA Style (In-text and Reference List)
Accurate and consistent citation is perhaps the most defining feature of an APA literature
review. This involves two primary components: in-text citations and the reference list.

In-text Citations: These briefly acknowledge the source within the body of your text.
For direct quotes, include the author(s), year, and page number (e.g., Smith, 2020, p.
45). For paraphrases or summaries, only the author(s) and year are typically needed
(e.g., Smith, 2020). When multiple authors are involved, the rules vary for one, two, or
three or more authors.

Reference List: This appears at the end of your literature review on a separate page.
It provides full bibliographic information for every source cited in your text. Entries are
listed alphabetically by the first author's last name. Each entry follows a specific
format depending on the source type (e.g., journal article, book, website). Mastering
these nuances is essential for demonstrating scholarly integrity and for anyone aiming
to properly how to write a literature review in APA format.

Avoiding Plagiarism in APA Literature Reviews
Plagiarism, the act of using someone else's work or ideas without proper attribution, is a
serious academic offense. When writing a literature review in APA format, it is crucial to
understand and implement strategies to avoid it. This primarily involves careful
paraphrasing and accurate citation. Always use your own words to explain concepts from
other authors, even if you are citing them. When you do quote directly, ensure it is
integrated smoothly into your text, limited in length, and meticulously cited with page
numbers.

Effective note-taking during the research phase, clearly distinguishing between your
thoughts and those of your sources, can significantly reduce the risk of plagiarism.
Understanding the ethical responsibilities associated with scholarly writing is an integral
part of learning how to write a literature review in APA format.

The Preparatory Steps: Before You Start Writing
Before you even begin to draft your literature review, significant preparatory work is
required. These initial steps lay the groundwork for a robust and coherent document,
ensuring that your review is focused, comprehensive, and well-supported by evidence.



Mastering these stages is fundamental to understanding how to write a literature review in
APA format effectively.

Selecting and Refining Your Topic
The foundation of a strong literature review is a well-defined and manageable topic. If your
literature review is part of a larger research project, your topic will likely be aligned with
your research question. However, if it's a standalone assignment, you'll need to choose a
subject that is broad enough to have a substantial body of literature but narrow enough to
be thoroughly explored within your given word count. Start with a broad area of interest,
then use preliminary searches to identify sub-topics and specific research questions that
have been addressed by scholars. Refining your topic will guide your search and prevent
you from becoming overwhelmed by irrelevant information.

Conducting Comprehensive Research
Once your topic is refined, the next step is to conduct thorough research using reputable
academic databases and search engines. Utilize university libraries, academic databases
like PsycINFO, PubMed, Web of Science, and JSTOR, and Google Scholar to find peer-
reviewed journal articles, scholarly books, and reputable reports. Focus on primary sources
where possible, but also include influential secondary sources that summarize or critique
primary research. Be strategic in your search terms, using keywords, synonyms, and
Boolean operators (AND, OR, NOT) to maximize your results. Keep a meticulous record of all
your search queries and the sources you find.

Organizing and Annotating Your Sources
With a collection of relevant sources, the next critical step is to organize and annotate them
effectively. This is where you begin the process of critical engagement with the literature.
As you read each source, consider its main argument, methodology, key findings, and
theoretical framework. Evaluate its strengths, weaknesses, and relevance to your topic.
Many researchers find it helpful to create an annotated bibliography or a comprehensive
matrix that includes information such as:

Author(s) and year

Main research question or purpose

Key findings or arguments

Methodology used

Strengths and limitations

How it relates to other sources

Your own critical reflections



This systematic organization will make the actual writing process much smoother, allowing
you to easily retrieve specific information and identify connections or contradictions across
different studies, thereby facilitating your understanding of how to write a literature review
in APA format with clarity and precision.

Structuring Your Literature Review in APA Format
A well-structured literature review in APA format guides the reader through the existing
scholarship logically and coherently. While the specific sections may vary based on the
complexity and scope of your review, a typical structure includes an introduction, body
paragraphs, and a conclusion. Each section plays a vital role in developing your narrative
and presenting your synthesis of the literature.

The Introduction: Setting the Stage
The introduction of your literature review should effectively set the stage for the rest of the
document. It typically begins with a broad overview of the topic, gradually narrowing down
to the specific focus of your review. This section should:

Provide Context: Briefly introduce the general research area and its significance.

Define the Scope: Clearly state the boundaries of your review, indicating what topics
or types of literature will be included or excluded.

State the Purpose: Explain the objective of your literature review (e.g., to
synthesize current research, identify gaps, evaluate methodologies, or trace historical
developments).

Outline the Organization: Briefly describe how the review is structured, guiding the
reader through the main themes or categories you will discuss.

A strong introduction is crucial for engaging your audience and setting expectations for the
detailed analysis that follows, especially when learning how to write a literature review in
APA format that is both informative and accessible.

The Body Paragraphs: Synthesis and Analysis
The body of your literature review is where you present your critical synthesis of the
sources. Instead of merely summarizing each source individually, you should organize them
thematically, chronologically, or methodologically to reveal connections, trends, and
debates within the literature. Each body paragraph should focus on a specific theme or sub-
topic, integrating insights from multiple sources.

When crafting these paragraphs, strive to:

Synthesize: Combine ideas from different sources to create a new understanding or



perspective. Identify commonalities, differences, and emerging patterns.

Analyze Critically: Don't just report findings; evaluate the strengths and weaknesses
of studies, their methodologies, theoretical underpinnings, and implications.

Use Transition Words: Employ transition words and phrases to create smooth
connections between ideas and paragraphs, ensuring a logical flow.

Maintain Focus: Ensure every paragraph contributes to your overall purpose and the
argument you are developing.

This section is where the true intellectual work of how to write a literature review in APA
format takes place, transforming a collection of sources into a coherent and insightful
scholarly contribution.

The Conclusion: Summarizing and Identifying Gaps
The conclusion of your literature review should bring together all the threads of your
discussion. It does not introduce new information but rather ties everything together in a
concise and impactful manner. In this section, you should:

Summarize Key Findings: Briefly reiterate the main themes, trends, and major
debates identified in your review.

Reiterate the Significance: Explain the overall significance of the existing body of
literature in relation to your topic.

Identify Gaps and Limitations: Crucially, highlight areas where the existing
literature is lacking, contradictory, or where further research is needed. This often
serves to justify your own research project.

Suggest Future Research: Offer suggestions for directions that future research
could take, based on the gaps and limitations you've identified.

A strong conclusion leaves the reader with a clear understanding of the current state of
knowledge and the potential avenues for future inquiry, making it a powerful end to your
exploration of how to write a literature review in APA format.

Writing the Literature Review: Crafting
Compelling Content
The actual writing process of a literature review demands precision, analytical skill, and a
commitment to integrating sources seamlessly while adhering to APA standards. It's about
moving beyond mere description to a deeper level of synthesis and critical analysis, all
while ensuring that your prose is clear, concise, and academically rigorous.



Synthesizing Information, Not Just Summarizing
A common pitfall in writing literature reviews is merely summarizing each source
sequentially. True synthesis involves combining and integrating information from various
sources to form new insights or support a broader argument. Instead of writing, "Smith
(2019) found X. Jones (2020) found Y," you should aim for, "While Smith (2019) highlighted
X, Jones (2020) introduced a contrasting perspective, Y, suggesting a nuanced
understanding of Z."

To synthesize effectively:

Identify common themes, arguments, or methodologies across multiple studies.1.

Discuss how different studies relate to each other: do they agree, contradict, or build2.
upon one another?

Group sources together that address similar points, even if they arrive at different3.
conclusions.

Use your own analytical voice to draw connections and comparisons.4.

This approach elevates your literature review from a mere compilation to an interpretive
work, showcasing your ability to critically engage with the scholarly discourse, a vital
component of how to write a literature review in APA format.

Developing a Coherent Argument
Even though a literature review typically summarizes existing knowledge, it should still
present a coherent argument or perspective. Your argument isn't about proving your own
research hypothesis (that comes later), but rather about demonstrating a particular
understanding of the current state of the literature. This might involve arguing that there's
a significant gap, a prevailing theoretical bias, or an under-researched area. Your
introduction will set up this argument, and your body paragraphs will provide the evidence
from the literature to support it.

Ensure that each paragraph contributes to this overarching narrative, and that transitions
between paragraphs guide the reader smoothly from one point to the next. This logical
progression is key to crafting a compelling and well-reasoned literature review.

Integrating Quotations and Paraphrases Effectively
Both direct quotations and paraphrases are valuable tools in a literature review, but they
must be used judiciously and correctly cited according to APA style. Direct quotes should be
used sparingly, primarily when the original author's exact wording is crucial or exceptionally
eloquent. Always ensure direct quotes are short, integrated grammatically into your
sentences, and followed by an in-text citation including author, year, and page number.

Paraphrasing, on the other hand, involves restating an author's ideas in your own words.
This is often preferred as it demonstrates your understanding of the source material and



helps maintain your own authorial voice. When paraphrasing, you still need to provide an
in-text citation (author, year), even if you don't include a page number. Always double-
check that your paraphrase accurately reflects the original meaning and is not too close to
the original wording, which could be considered plagiarism.

Critical Evaluation of Sources
A literature review is not merely descriptive; it is critically evaluative. As you present the
findings and arguments from your sources, you should also critically assess their quality,
methodology, and relevance. Ask yourself:

What are the strengths and weaknesses of each study?

Are the methodologies sound and appropriate for the research question?

Are the findings consistently supported by the data?

Are there any biases (theoretical, methodological, or ideological) evident in the
research?

How does this research compare to other studies on the same topic?

By engaging in this critical evaluation, you demonstrate a deeper understanding of the
literature and strengthen the authority of your own literature review. This analytical
component is what truly distinguishes an exemplary work from a superficial one when
learning how to write a literature review in APA format.

Refining and Editing Your APA Literature Review
Once the initial draft of your literature review is complete, the work is not over. The refining
and editing stages are just as critical as the writing itself. These steps ensure clarity,
coherence, and strict adherence to APA style guidelines, transforming a good draft into an
excellent final product. This meticulous review process is an essential part of mastering
how to write a literature review in APA format.

Reviewing for Clarity and Cohesion
Read your entire literature review with a critical eye, focusing on how well your ideas flow
and how clearly you've presented your arguments. Look for:

Logical Flow: Do your paragraphs transition smoothly? Is there a clear, discernible
narrative that guides the reader through the literature?

Topic Sentences: Does each paragraph begin with a clear topic sentence that
introduces its main idea?



Argument Development: Have you consistently developed your main argument or
purpose throughout the review? Are there any sections that feel disconnected or
irrelevant?

Clarity of Language: Is your language precise and unambiguous? Avoid jargon
where simpler terms suffice, but use appropriate academic terminology accurately.

Repetition: Have you unintentionally repeated information or arguments across
different sections? Consolidate and streamline where necessary.

A fresh perspective can be incredibly helpful here; consider taking a break from your work
or asking a peer to read through it for clarity. This step is vital for ensuring your literature
review communicates its message effectively.

Checking for APA Style Compliance
Adhering to APA 7th edition guidelines is paramount. This goes beyond just in-text citations
and the reference list. You must meticulously check every aspect of your document:

Title Page: Correct format for student or professional papers.

Page Layout: Margins, font, line spacing (double-spaced throughout), page numbers.

Headings: Correct use of heading levels (e.g.,

and

as outlined) and their formatting.

In-text Citations: Accuracy of author-date format for4.
paraphrases and inclusion of page numbers for
direct quotes. Check for correct handling of multiple
authors, corporate authors, and sources without
dates.

Reference List: Alphabetical order, correct5.
formatting for each source type (journal article,
book, chapter, website, etc.), proper use of italics,
capitalization, and punctuation. Ensure every in-text
citation has a corresponding entry in the reference
list, and vice-versa.



Grammar and Punctuation: APA style emphasizes6.
clear, concise, and bias-free language.

Using an APA style manual or reliable online
resources for APA 7th edition can be invaluable
during this rigorous checking process. This attention
to detail is a hallmark of professional academic
writing and essential for anyone learning how to
write a literature review in APA format.

Proofreading for Grammar and Spelling

Finally, a thorough proofread for grammar, spelling,
and punctuation errors is essential. Even minor
errors can detract from the professionalism and
credibility of your work. Do not rely solely on spell-
checkers, as they often miss context-specific errors
(e.g., "there" instead of "their").

Consider reading your paper aloud to catch awkward
phrasing or grammatical errors that you might
overlook when reading silently. Another effective
strategy is to proofread in sections, focusing on one
type of error at a time (e.g., first for spelling, then
for punctuation, then for sentence structure). A
polished, error-free literature review reinforces your
expertise and demonstrates careful attention to
detail.



Q: What is the main purpose of a literature review in
APA format?

A: The main purpose of a literature review in APA
format is to synthesize existing scholarly research
on a specific topic, demonstrating the author's
familiarity with the subject, identifying gaps or
contradictions in current knowledge, and providing
a theoretical framework for a proposed study or
academic paper. It contextualizes new research
within the broader academic discourse.

Q: How does APA 7th edition affect literature review
writing?

A: The APA 7th edition primarily affects literature
review writing through updated guidelines for
formatting, in-text citations, and the reference list.
Key changes include specific rules for student
papers (e.g., no running head required), minor
adjustments to heading styles, and streamlined
citation formats for various source types. Adhering
to these updates ensures consistency, clarity, and
ease of information retrieval.

Q: What's the difference between summarizing and
synthesizing in a literature review?

A: Summarizing involves restating the main points
of a single source in a condensed form.



Synthesizing, on the other hand, goes beyond
individual summaries by integrating and combining
ideas from multiple sources to create a new
understanding, identify patterns, make connections,
or highlight conflicts across different studies. A
literature review in APA format requires synthesis to
develop a coherent argument.

Q: How many sources should I include in my
literature review?

A: There is no fixed number of sources for a
literature review; it depends on the scope, length,
and complexity of your topic and assignment. For a
typical research paper, 15-30 quality sources might
be sufficient, while a doctoral dissertation could
involve hundreds. Focus on including high-quality,
relevant, and authoritative peer-reviewed sources
that adequately cover the existing scholarship and
support your narrative.

Q: Can I use direct quotes in an APA literature
review, and how?

A: Yes, you can use direct quotes in an APA
literature review, but they should be used sparingly
and strategically. Direct quotes are best reserved
for instances where the original author's exact
wording is crucial, exceptionally eloquent, or cannot
be effectively paraphrased. When using a direct



quote, it must be integrated smoothly into your
sentence, enclosed in quotation marks, and followed
by an in-text citation including the author(s), year,
and page number (e.g., "..." (Author, year, p. X)).

Q: How do I identify gaps in the existing literature?

A: To identify gaps in the existing literature, you
must critically analyze the studies you review. Look
for areas where:

Research questions remain unanswered.

Contradictory findings exist without a clear
resolution.

Specific populations, contexts, or variables have
been overlooked.

Methodologies are consistently flawed or limited.

Theoretical frameworks are incomplete or not
fully explored.

This critical assessment helps you determine what
further research is needed and how your own study
can contribute.



Q: What common mistakes should I avoid when
writing an APA literature review?

A: Common mistakes to avoid when writing an APA
literature review include:

Simply summarizing sources instead of
synthesizing and critically analyzing them.

Lacking a clear organizational structure or
overarching argument.

Failing to identify gaps or controversies in the
literature.

Using outdated or non-scholarly sources.

Poor APA formatting, especially in-text citations
and the reference list.

Plagiarism, even unintentional, due to improper
paraphrasing or citation.

Poor grammar, spelling, or punctuation errors.

Avoiding these pitfalls ensures a high-quality,
professional literature review.

Q: Is there a specific word count expectation for a
literature review?



A: The word count for a literature review varies
significantly based on its purpose and the larger
work it's part of. For an undergraduate research
paper, it might be 1,000-2,500 words. For a master's
thesis, 5,000-10,000 words is common, and for a
doctoral dissertation, it could easily exceed
15,000-20,000 words. Always consult your instructor
or institutional guidelines for specific word count
expectations for your assignment.
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