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style

how to write a literature review apa style is a critical skill for any
student or researcher navigating the academic landscape. A literature review,
particularly one formatted according to APA style guidelines, serves as a
foundational component of scholarly work, demonstrating a comprehensive
understanding of existing research related to a specific topic. This article
will meticulously guide you through the process, from the initial stages of
selecting a focused topic and conducting thorough research to the intricate
details of structuring, writing, and formatting your review in strict
adherence to APA standards. We will explore effective strategies for
synthesizing information, integrating sources seamlessly, and ensuring the
academic integrity of your work. By following these detailed instructions,
you will gain the expertise needed to produce a professional, insightful, and
perfectly formatted APA literature review that strengthens your research and
contributes meaningfully to your field.
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Understanding the APA Literature Review
A literature review is more than just a summary of academic sources; it is a
comprehensive analysis of existing scholarly publications on a particular
topic. It involves critically evaluating, synthesizing, and organizing
research findings to provide a cohesive and objective overview of the current
state of knowledge. For many academic disciplines, particularly in the social
sciences, education, and psychology, the American Psychological Association
(APA) style guide dictates the formatting and citation standards for these
reviews.



What is a Literature Review?
At its core, a literature review systematically examines previously published
research on a specific topic. Its primary purpose is to identify, summarize,
and critically evaluate the existing body of work. This process allows
researchers to understand the intellectual progression of a field, recognize
key theories and methodologies, and pinpoint gaps in current knowledge. A
well-constructed literature review clarifies what is already known about a
topic, what questions remain unanswered, and how a new study might contribute
to the ongoing scholarly conversation. It sets the stage for new research by
providing context and justification.

Why Adhere to APA Style?
Adherence to APA style for a literature review is crucial for several
reasons. Firstly, it ensures standardization across academic papers, making
it easier for readers to navigate and understand the content, especially
regarding citations and formatting. Secondly, it lends credibility and
academic rigor to your work, signaling that your research follows established
scholarly conventions. APA style mandates specific guidelines for everything
from paper layout and headings to in-text citations and reference list
entries, promoting clarity, consistency, and ethical scholarship. Proper APA
formatting minimizes ambiguity and maximizes the readability and professional
presentation of your review, allowing the focus to remain on the content and
quality of your analysis.

Preliminary Steps: Laying the Foundation
Before you begin the actual writing process for your APA literature review,
several crucial preliminary steps are necessary to ensure a focused,
comprehensive, and well-organized document. These initial stages involve
defining your scope, systematically gathering information, and preparing your
sources for analysis.

Selecting a Focused Topic
The foundation of a strong literature review is a well-defined and focused
topic. Begin by identifying a broad area of interest and then narrow it down
to a specific research question or problem. A topic that is too broad will
result in an overwhelming number of sources and a superficial review, while
one that is too narrow may yield insufficient literature. Consider the
relevance of your chosen topic to your field of study and your overall
research objectives. A focused topic allows for deeper engagement with the
literature and a more impactful analysis, which is essential when considering
how to write a literature review APA style effectively.



Conducting Comprehensive Research
Once your topic is solidified, the next step is to conduct comprehensive
research to identify all relevant scholarly sources. Utilize academic
databases such as PsycINFO, PubMed, Google Scholar, JSTOR, and Web of
Science. Employ a variety of keywords and search terms, including synonyms
and related concepts, to ensure thoroughness. Look for peer-reviewed journal
articles, books, dissertations, and reputable conference proceedings. Focus
on primary sources where possible, but also be aware of seminal secondary
sources that offer critical interpretations or historical context.
Documenting your search process can be beneficial for transparency and future
reference.

Organizing Your Sources
As you gather sources, effective organization becomes paramount. Instead of
simply collecting articles, begin to categorize them based on themes,
methodologies, or theoretical perspectives. Annotation is a highly effective
strategy; for each source, create a brief summary that includes the main
argument, key findings, and its relevance to your topic. Many researchers
find reference management software (e.g., Zotero, Mendeley, EndNote)
invaluable for organizing sources, generating citations, and building a
reference list in APA style. This systematic approach saves significant time
during the writing phase and helps in maintaining academic rigor.

Structuring Your APA Literature Review
A well-structured literature review guides the reader through your analysis
logically and coherently. While the specific sections may vary slightly
depending on the scope and purpose of your review, a typical APA literature
review will include an introduction, body paragraphs, and a conclusion, each
serving distinct functions.

The Introduction
The introduction to your literature review sets the stage for the entire
document. It should begin by clearly defining your topic and establishing its
importance within your field. Provide necessary background information to
contextualize the review for your readers. Crucially, your introduction must
articulate the scope of your review—what you will and will not cover—and
state your thesis or purpose statement. This statement often highlights the
main arguments or themes you will explore and may identify a gap in the
literature that your review addresses or your subsequent research aims to
fill. A roadmap of the review's structure can also be included to enhance
clarity.



The Body Paragraphs: Thematic or Chronological?
The body of your literature review is where you present your critical
analysis and synthesis of the selected literature. There are several common
organizational patterns, and the choice depends on your topic and research
goals:

Thematic Organization: This is often the most effective approach for1.
demonstrating your analytical skills. You group studies based on common
themes, concepts, theories, or methodologies rather than individual
authors. Each theme becomes a major section or subsection, allowing you
to compare and contrast findings from different studies within that
particular area.

Chronological Organization: While less common for demonstrating2.
synthesis, a chronological approach can be suitable if the historical
development of a concept or research area is central to your review. You
discuss research in the order it was published, highlighting how ideas
and methodologies have evolved over time.

Methodological Organization: If there are significant differences in3.
research methods across studies (e.g., qualitative vs. quantitative,
experimental vs. observational), organizing by methodology can be
appropriate. This allows you to discuss the strengths and limitations of
various research designs.

Theoretical Organization: If your review centers on different4.
theoretical frameworks, you might organize it by discussing studies that
adhere to or test specific theories.

Within each section, do not simply summarize individual studies. Instead,
synthesize the information by identifying patterns, trends, contradictions,
and areas of consensus or disagreement among researchers. Discuss how
different studies relate to one another and contribute to your overall
understanding of the topic.

The Conclusion
The conclusion of your APA literature review should effectively wrap up your
analysis without introducing new information. It begins by summarizing the
main findings and key insights gleaned from the literature. Reiterate the
significance of these findings and how they address your initial research
question or purpose. Crucially, your conclusion should identify the gaps in
the existing literature, areas that require further investigation, or
unresolved debates. This often leads to a discussion of the implications of
the review for future research, practice, or policy. Finally, ensure your
conclusion links back to your introduction, providing a sense of completeness
and reinforcing the main contributions of your review.



Writing an Effective APA Literature Review
Beyond structure, the quality of your writing significantly impacts the
effectiveness of your literature review. An excellent review demonstrates
critical thinking, clear communication, and scrupulous adherence to academic
standards, all while maintaining an objective and professional tone. When
learning how to write a literature review APA style, these writing principles
are paramount.

Synthesizing Information, Not Just Summarizing
One of the most common pitfalls in writing a literature review is merely
summarizing each source individually. An effective APA literature review
requires synthesis—the process of combining elements from multiple sources to
form a coherent whole, identifying relationships, patterns, and overarching
themes. Instead of saying, "Smith (2020) found X, and Jones (2021) found Y,"
you should analyze, "Both Smith (2020) and Jones (2021) observed a similar
trend in X, suggesting a consistent pattern across different populations."
This involves critical analysis, comparing and contrasting findings, noting
methodological differences, identifying areas of consensus and disagreement,
and explaining how different studies build upon or diverge from one another.
Your goal is to construct a new argument or understanding from the existing
literature.

Integrating Sources Seamlessly
Proper integration of sources is vital for maintaining flow and readability.
Avoid "dumping" quotes or paraphrases without proper context or introduction.
Use signal phrases to introduce sources smoothly (e.g., "According to Miller
(2019)...," "Research by Chen and Lee (2022) indicates..."). Most of your
literature review should be in your own words, paraphrasing and summarizing
key ideas from sources. Direct quotes should be used sparingly and only when
the original phrasing is particularly impactful or unique. Always include
appropriate in-text citations immediately following the information from the
source, adhering strictly to APA guidelines.

Maintaining an Academic Tone and Voice
An academic literature review demands a formal, objective, and professional
tone. Avoid colloquialisms, contractions, and first-person pronouns (unless
your specific assignment allows for reflective elements). The language should
be precise, clear, and unambiguous. Focus on presenting information and
arguments based on evidence from the literature rather than personal opinions
or unsupported assertions. While you are critically analyzing, your critiques
should be based on scholarly reasoning (e.g., methodological flaws,
theoretical inconsistencies) rather than subjective judgment. Strive for a
balanced perspective, acknowledging different viewpoints and presenting



complex ideas with clarity and intellectual rigor.

APA Style Specifics for Literature Reviews
Mastering the intricacies of APA style is non-negotiable for producing a
compliant and professional literature review. From in-text citations to the
final reference list and overall document formatting, strict adherence to
these guidelines ensures academic integrity and clear communication.

In-Text Citations
APA style dictates precise rules for citing sources within the body of your
text. The fundamental format for a parenthetical citation includes the
author's last name and the year of publication (Author, Year). For narrative
citations, the author's name is incorporated into the sentence, followed by
the year in parentheses, e.g., "Smith (2020) argued that...".

For direct quotes, always include the page number (or paragraph number
for online sources) after the year: (Author, Year, p. X).

For paraphrased information, a page number is encouraged but not
strictly required.

When citing multiple authors, use "et al." after the first author's name
for three or more authors from the first citation onwards.

For multiple works by the same author in the same year, use a lowercase
letter after the year (e.g., Smith, 2020a).

Ensure that every in-text citation corresponds to a full entry in your
reference list.

Consistent and accurate in-text citations are vital for avoiding plagiarism
and giving proper credit to original sources.

The Reference List
The reference list, appearing on a new page at the end of your document,
provides full bibliographic information for every source cited in your
literature review. It is titled "References" (centered, bolded) and entries
are organized alphabetically by the first author's last name. Each entry
typically includes the author(s), publication year, title of the work, and
source information (e.g., journal name, volume, issue, page numbers,
publisher, DOI). Key characteristics of an APA reference list include:

Alphabetical Order: All entries are alphabetized by the first author's



last name.

Hanging Indent: The first line of each reference is flush with the left
margin, and subsequent lines are indented 0.5 inches.

Double Spacing: The entire reference list should be double-spaced.

DOIs: Digital Object Identifiers (DOIs) should be included for journal
articles and other online content when available.

Consistency: Maintain consistency in formatting for all types of sources
(e.g., journal articles, books, book chapters, websites). Consult the
latest APA Manual for specific examples for various source types.

A meticulously formatted reference list is a hallmark of a professional APA
literature review.

Formatting and Page Layout
Beyond citations, APA style also governs the overall formatting and page
layout of your literature review.

Title Page: Includes the paper title, author's name, institutional
affiliation, course number, instructor name, and assignment due date,
all double-spaced and centered. A running head is typically no longer
required for student papers in APA 7th edition, but check your
instructor's specific requirements.

Abstract: While not always required for a standalone literature review,
if included, it should be a concise, one-paragraph summary of the
review's purpose, main themes, and conclusions, typically 150-250 words.

Headings: Use APA's five levels of headings to organize your paper
hierarchically. For a typical literature review, you'll likely use Level
1 (e.g., the title of your review, centered, bold) and Level 2 (e.g.,
main sections like "Introduction," "Body," "Conclusion," flush left,
bold). Further subsections may use Level 3 (flush left, bold,
italicized) and so on.

Margins and Font: Standard 1-inch margins on all sides and a legible
font such as Times New Roman 12-pt, Arial 11-pt, or Calibri 11-pt.

Page Numbers: Page numbers should be in the top right corner of every
page, starting from the title page.

Paying close attention to these formatting details is crucial for
demonstrating your proficiency in how to write a literature review APA style.



Revising and Refining Your Literature Review
The writing process for a literature review is rarely linear; it involves
significant revision and refinement to achieve clarity, cohesion, and
compliance with APA standards. This stage is as crucial as the initial
research and writing.

Checking for Cohesion and Flow
After completing a draft, review your literature critically for cohesion and
logical flow. Ensure that each paragraph flows naturally into the next and
that your ideas progress logically throughout the entire review. Use
effective transition words and phrases to connect sentences and paragraphs.
For instance, words like "furthermore," "however," "in contrast,"
"consequently," and "similarly" can help guide the reader through your
arguments. Check that your arguments are well-supported by the evidence you
present and that your synthesis of the literature is clear and convincing.
The overall narrative should be unified, consistently addressing your central
purpose or research question.

Ensuring Academic Integrity and Originality
Academic integrity is paramount in all scholarly writing, especially when
incorporating the work of others. Carefully review your literature review to
ensure that all sources are properly attributed through accurate in-text
citations and a comprehensive reference list. Be vigilant against any form of
plagiarism, whether intentional or accidental. This includes improper
paraphrasing where too much of the original source's wording or sentence
structure is retained without quotation marks. Utilize plagiarism detection
tools if available. Remember that your literature review should demonstrate
your unique critical analysis and synthesis of the literature, even though it
builds upon existing research. Your voice and interpretation should be
evident, grounded in the evidence.

Proofreading for APA Style Compliance and Grammar
The final step in refining your literature review is thorough proofreading.
This involves checking not only for grammatical errors, spelling mistakes,
and punctuation inaccuracies but also for strict adherence to APA style
guidelines. Verify that all headings are correctly formatted, in-text
citations follow the precise (Author, Year) or (Author, Year, p. X) format,
and your reference list adheres to alphabetical order, hanging indents, and
correct element formatting for each source type. Even minor errors can
detract from the professionalism of your work. Consider reading your paper
aloud or having a peer review it to catch errors you might have overlooked. A
meticulous final check ensures that your hard work in understanding how to
write a literature review APA style culminates in a polished and credible



document.

Mastering how to write a literature review APA style is a journey that
integrates critical thinking, meticulous research, and precise adherence to
academic standards. From the initial conceptualization of your topic to the
final proofreading stages, each step contributes to the creation of a
powerful and informative scholarly document. By diligently applying the
principles of comprehensive research, analytical synthesis, and strict APA
formatting, you produce a literature review that not only demonstrates your
expertise but also significantly advances the discourse in your field. This
rigorous process ultimately hones your skills as a researcher and writer,
preparing you for successful contributions to the academic community.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary purpose of a literature
review in APA style?
A: The primary purpose of an APA-style literature review is to critically
evaluate, summarize, and synthesize existing scholarly research on a specific
topic. It aims to provide a comprehensive overview of the current state of
knowledge, identify gaps in the literature, highlight major theories and
findings, and demonstrate the relevance of the current research to the
broader academic conversation.

Q: How is an APA literature review different from an
annotated bibliography?
A: While both involve summarizing sources, an annotated bibliography is a
list of citations, each followed by a brief descriptive and evaluative
paragraph (the annotation). A literature review, on the other hand, is a
cohesive narrative essay that integrates and synthesizes multiple sources to
build an argument, analyze themes, and identify patterns or gaps in the
existing research. It doesn't just describe individual sources but relates
them to each other and to the overall research question.

Q: What are the main sections of an APA literature
review?
A: Typically, an APA literature review includes an Introduction (setting the
context and purpose), Body Paragraphs (where sources are synthesized and
critically discussed, often organized thematically or chronologically), and a
Conclusion (summarizing findings, identifying gaps, and suggesting future



research). It also includes a Title Page, and a References section at the
end, all formatted according to APA guidelines.

Q: How do I choose a focused topic for my literature
review?
A: To choose a focused topic, start with a broad area of interest and then
narrow it down by asking specific questions. Consider what aspects of the
topic are most controversial, have recent developments, or have known gaps in
research. Ensure your topic is neither too broad (leading to superficial
coverage) nor too narrow (resulting in insufficient literature). A good topic
allows for critical analysis and synthesis of multiple sources.

Q: Should I summarize each article individually in
my literature review?
A: No, simply summarizing each article individually is a common pitfall. An
effective APA literature review requires synthesis. Instead of discussing one
article at a time, you should group and discuss sources based on common
themes, methodologies, or findings. Your goal is to identify relationships,
compare and contrast studies, highlight patterns, and draw conclusions across
multiple sources to build a coherent argument about the state of research on
your topic.

Q: What's the role of in-text citations in an APA
literature review?
A: In-text citations are crucial for acknowledging the sources of information
used in your literature review, preventing plagiarism, and allowing readers
to locate the full details in your reference list. They typically include the
author's last name and the publication year (e.g., Smith, 2020) for
paraphrased information, and also a page or paragraph number for direct
quotes (e.g., Smith, 2020, p. 45).

Q: How important is the "References" section in an
APA literature review?
A: The "References" section is critically important. It provides a complete
and accurate list of all sources cited within your literature review,
allowing readers to verify your sources and explore them further. It must
adhere strictly to APA formatting guidelines, including alphabetical order,
hanging indents, and specific information for each source type (e.g., author,
year, title, journal/publisher, DOI). An accurate reference list upholds
academic integrity and contributes to the credibility of your work.



Q: Can I use direct quotes frequently in my APA
literature review?
A: While direct quotes have their place, they should be used sparingly in an
APA literature review. The bulk of your review should be in your own words,
demonstrating your understanding through paraphrasing and synthesis. Use
direct quotes only when the original phrasing is exceptionally precise,
impactful, or necessary to capture a specific definition or unique statement
that cannot be effectively rephrased. Always include page numbers for direct
quotes.
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