
how to write a literature review in
apa
how to write a literature review in apa is a fundamental skill for any
student or researcher embarking on academic writing, requiring meticulous
attention to detail, comprehensive research, and adherence to specific
formatting guidelines. This guide delves into the intricate process of
constructing a compelling and well-structured literature review that not only
synthesizes existing scholarship but also aligns perfectly with American
Psychological Association (APA) style. We will explore everything from
formulating your research question and identifying credible sources to
critically analyzing literature, organizing your findings thematically, and
correctly applying APA in-text citations and reference list formatting.
Mastering the art of writing an APA literature review will significantly
enhance the scholarly impact and credibility of your research, providing a
robust foundation for your own contributions.
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Understanding the Purpose of an APA Literature
Review
A literature review in APA style is more than just a summary of academic
papers; it is a critical synthesis of existing scholarship related to your
research topic. Its primary purpose is to provide context, justify your
research, and demonstrate your understanding of the current state of
knowledge within your field. When you write a literature review in APA, you
are engaging in a scholarly conversation, showing how your work fits into the
broader academic discourse.



Defining a Literature Review
Essentially, a literature review is an exhaustive and systematic examination
of scholarly articles, books, dissertations, and other relevant sources
pertaining to a specific topic or research question. It involves identifying,
evaluating, and synthesizing current knowledge, gaps, and contradictions in
the existing body of literature. The goal is not merely to list sources but
to analyze them critically, identifying common themes, theoretical
frameworks, methodological approaches, and areas of consensus or
disagreement.

Key Objectives in APA Style
When preparing to write a literature review in APA format, several key
objectives guide the process. Firstly, it establishes the credibility of your
research by demonstrating that you are well-versed in your chosen area of
study. Secondly, it helps refine your research question by identifying what
has already been investigated. Thirdly, it highlights the significance of
your proposed research by pinpointing gaps in existing knowledge or
unresolved debates that your study aims to address. Finally, it provides a
theoretical framework or methodological approach that informs your own
research design, ensuring your work is grounded in established academic
principles.

Preliminary Steps: Research and Organization
Before you even begin to write a literature review in APA, significant
groundwork is required. This preparatory phase involves careful planning,
thorough research, and systematic organization of your findings. A well-
executed preliminary stage lays the foundation for a coherent and impactful
literature review that adheres to APA guidelines.

Formulating Your Research Question
Every effective literature review begins with a clear, focused research
question or a set of questions that will guide your search and analysis. This
question should be specific enough to define the scope of your review but
broad enough to allow for a comprehensive exploration of relevant literature.
A well-articulated research question helps you stay on track, preventing your
review from becoming a sprawling collection of loosely connected summaries.
It provides the central thread around which your synthesis will be woven.

Identifying Scholarly Sources
The quality of your literature review hinges on the quality of your sources.
For an APA literature review, prioritizing peer-reviewed journal articles,



academic books, and reputable scholarly databases is crucial. Utilize
university library databases such as PsycINFO, PubMed, Web of Science, and
Scopus, or general academic search engines like Google Scholar. Employ
effective keyword strategies, using synonyms and related terms to capture a
wide array of relevant studies. Focus on primary research articles that
present original empirical findings, as well as review articles that offer a
broader synthesis.

Effective Reading and Note-Taking Strategies
Once you have identified a substantial body of literature, efficient reading
and note-taking become paramount. Do not simply read; actively engage with
each source. For each article, identify the main argument, key findings,
theoretical framework, methodology, and limitations. Pay close attention to
how each study relates to your research question and other sources you've
read. Develop a systematic method for note-taking, whether using digital
tools like Zotero or Mendeley, or a structured document. Ensure you capture
all necessary citation information (authors, year, title, journal, volume,
pages, DOI) for your APA reference list, preventing later headaches.

Structuring Your APA Literature Review
A well-structured literature review in APA style guides the reader through
your analysis logically and cohesively. While the specific structure can vary
depending on the length and purpose of your review, a common framework
includes an introduction, body paragraphs organized by themes or chronology,
and a conclusion. This clear organization is essential for demonstrating a
sophisticated understanding of the field.

The Introduction: Setting the Stage
The introduction to your APA literature review is critical for orienting your
reader. It should begin by clearly defining the topic and scope of your
review, along with your central research question or objective. Provide
sufficient background information to contextualize the area of study. Briefly
state the significance of the topic and outline the organizational structure
of your review, indicating the major themes or approaches you will discuss.
This section sets the tone and provides a roadmap for what is to follow.

Thematic or Chronological Organization
The body of your literature review is where you present your synthesis of the
sources. The most common organizational approaches are thematic or
chronological.



Thematic Organization: This approach groups studies by recurring ideas,
theories, or methodological similarities. For example, if your topic is
anxiety, themes might include "Cognitive Behavioral Interventions,"
"Pharmacological Treatments," and "Impact of Social Support." This
allows for a deeper exploration of each theme across different studies.

Chronological Organization: This approach traces the development of
research on your topic over time. It can be particularly useful for
showing how a field has evolved, identifying shifts in theoretical
perspectives or methodological practices. However, avoid simply listing
studies; instead, analyze the progression and impact of earlier work on
later research.

Regardless of the chosen structure, ensure that each paragraph focuses on a
specific point and that transitions between paragraphs are smooth and
logical.

Methodological or Theoretical Frameworks
Another powerful way to organize your literature review, especially for
dissertations or theses, is by methodological approach or theoretical
framework.
When organizing by methodological frameworks, you would discuss studies based
on their research designs (e.g., qualitative studies, quantitative studies,
mixed methods, experimental designs). This highlights how different research
methods have contributed to understanding your topic and can expose gaps
where certain methods have been underutilized.

Organizing by theoretical frameworks involves grouping studies that draw upon
or test similar theories. This approach allows you to critically evaluate the
strengths and weaknesses of different theoretical lenses applied to your
topic, showing how theory has evolved or been applied in various contexts.
This method is especially strong for demonstrating your grasp of theoretical
foundations.

Developing Sub-sections
For longer or more complex literature reviews, using sub-sections (with clear

headings) within your main sections can greatly
improve readability and organization. These sub-
sections should reflect the specific themes,
theories, or chronological periods you are
discussing. Each sub-section should have a clear



focus and contribute to the overall argument or
narrative of your review. Remember, the goal is to
present a cohesive argument, not just a series of
summaries.

Crafting the Body of Your Literature Review

The core of your APA literature review lies in the
thoughtful construction of its body paragraphs. This
is where you move beyond simple summaries to
critical analysis and synthesis, demonstrating your
ability to engage deeply with existing scholarship.
Each paragraph should contribute to building a
cohesive narrative around your research question.

Synthesizing Information, Not Just Summarizing

A common pitfall in writing a literature review in
APA is merely summarizing individual studies one
after another. Instead, you must synthesize.
Synthesis involves combining information from
multiple sources to form new insights or to support
a particular argument. Look for patterns,
relationships, common findings, and contradictions
across studies. How do different researchers
approach the same problem? What are their areas of
agreement and disagreement? Use topic sentences that
introduce a theme or argument, then integrate
evidence from several sources to support that point,
rather than dedicating an entire paragraph to a



single study.

Critical Analysis and Evaluation

A strong APA literature review doesn't just present
information; it critically evaluates it. This means
assessing the strengths and weaknesses of each
study, considering its methodology, theoretical
underpinnings, and implications. Ask questions like:
What were the limitations of this study? How robust
were its findings? Does the evidence truly support
the authors' conclusions? By critically analyzing
the literature, you demonstrate a sophisticated
understanding of the field and prepare the ground
for identifying research gaps.

Identifying Gaps and Future Research

A crucial element of a compelling literature review
in APA is the identification of gaps in the existing
research. After synthesizing and critically
evaluating the literature, you should be able to
articulate what is still unknown, what questions
remain unanswered, or where existing studies have
fallen short. These identified gaps directly lead to
suggestions for future research, which often serve
as the justification for your own study. Explicitly
state these gaps and explain how your proposed
research aims to fill one or more of them, thereby
contributing new knowledge to the field.



The Conclusion: Recapitulation and Impact

The conclusion of your APA literature review should
effectively wrap up your discussion without
introducing new information. Begin by briefly
reiterating your main findings and the key themes
you have discussed, reinforcing your central
argument. Summarize the major strengths and
limitations of the existing body of literature.
Finally, clearly articulate the gaps that remain and
explain the implications of these gaps, leading
directly to the significance and potential
contribution of your own research. This section
provides closure and highlights the intellectual
trajectory from existing knowledge to your unique
contribution.

Integrating APA Style and Citations

Adhering to APA style is non-negotiable when you
write a literature review in APA. This includes
proper in-text citations and a meticulously
formatted reference list. Correct APA formatting
ensures academic integrity, gives credit to original
authors, and allows readers to easily locate your
sources.

In-Text Citations: The Basics

Every time you refer to, summarize, paraphrase, or



quote information from another source, you must
provide an in-text citation. APA style primarily
uses the author-date system. For paraphrases and
summaries, include the author's last name and the
year of publication (e.g., Smith, 2020). If you are
directly quoting, you must also include the page
number or paragraph number (e.g., Smith, 2020, p.
45). Multiple authors require specific formatting
(e.g., two authors: Smith & Jones, 2021; three or
more authors: Smith et al., 2022). Consistency and
accuracy are key to avoiding plagiarism and
maintaining academic rigor.

Creating the APA Reference List

At the end of your literature review, you must
include a comprehensive APA reference list. This
list provides full bibliographic information for
every source cited in your text. Each entry must
follow specific APA formatting rules for different
types of sources (e.g., journal articles, books,
chapters in edited books, websites). Ensure the list
is alphabetized by the first author's last name and
uses a hanging indent for each entry. Pay close
attention to details such as capitalization,
italics, punctuation, and the inclusion of DOIs
(Digital Object Identifiers) for journal articles.
Accuracy in your reference list is as important as
accuracy in your content.



Refining and Editing Your Literature Review

After you have drafted your literature review, the
process of refining and editing is crucial for
enhancing its clarity, coherence, and adherence to
APA standards. This stage ensures that your hard
work translates into a polished and professional
academic document.

Maintaining Academic Voice and Flow

Throughout your literature review, maintain a
formal, objective, and scholarly tone. Avoid
colloquialisms, contractions, and first-person
language unless explicitly permitted by your
instructor (though generally, it's best to avoid "I"
or "we"). Ensure a smooth logical flow between
sentences and paragraphs, using effective transition
words and phrases. Each paragraph should contribute
to a larger point, and the connection between points
should be clear. Strong topic sentences and
concluding sentences for each paragraph can
significantly improve overall coherence.

Proofreading for Clarity and Cohesion

Thorough proofreading is essential to catch any
grammatical errors, spelling mistakes, or
punctuation issues. Beyond surface-level
corrections, review your literature review for



clarity and cohesion. Are your arguments easy to
follow? Is there any ambiguity in your language?
Does your synthesis of sources make sense? Consider
reading your work aloud or having a peer review it
for fresh perspectives. These steps can highlight
areas where your writing might be unclear or where
your arguments need strengthening.

Checking APA Formatting Accuracy

Finally, a meticulous check of all APA formatting
elements is paramount. This includes not only the
in-text citations and reference list but also
general document formatting such as margins, font,
line spacing, and title page requirements if
applicable. Utilize an official APA Style Manual or
reliable online resources to cross-reference every
detail. Ensure that all headings (

and

) are correctly formatted and that all lists (

or
) adhere to the specified style. This final
review guarantees that your literature review
meets the highest academic standards.

Mastering how to write a literature review in
APA is a cornerstone of academic success. By
diligently following these steps—from rigorous
research and critical synthesis to meticulous



APA formatting and thorough editing—you will
produce a literature review that not only
demonstrates your expertise but also
significantly strengthens the foundation of
your own scholarly contributions. This
comprehensive approach ensures your work is
recognized for its academic rigor and clarity,
paving the way for impactful research.

Q: What is the primary purpose of a literature
review in APA style?

A: The primary purpose of an APA literature
review is to provide a comprehensive,
critical, and objective synthesis of existing
scholarly work related to a specific topic or
research question. It establishes the context
for new research, identifies gaps in current
knowledge, justifies the need for further
study, and demonstrates the author's
understanding of the academic discourse in
their field.

Q: How is a literature review different from
an annotated bibliography?

A: An annotated bibliography is a list of
sources with a brief summary and evaluation
(annotation) for each source, typically
without a narrative structure. A literature



review, on the other hand, is a continuous
piece of prose that synthesizes and critically
analyzes multiple sources to build an
argument, identify themes, and highlight
research gaps, all within a coherent narrative
structure.

Q: What are the key sections of an APA
literature review?

A: While specific structures can vary, an APA
literature review generally includes an
introduction that defines the scope and
purpose, a body section organized
thematically, chronologically, or by
methodological approach where sources are
synthesized and critically analyzed, and a
conclusion that summarizes findings,
identifies gaps, and discusses implications
for future research.

Q: How important is critical analysis in an
APA literature review?

A: Critical analysis is paramount in an APA
literature review. It goes beyond merely
summarizing sources. It involves evaluating
the strengths and weaknesses of studies,
assessing their methodologies and theoretical
frameworks, identifying biases, and



recognizing areas of agreement and
disagreement among scholars. This critical
engagement demonstrates intellectual depth and
helps to identify genuine research gaps.

Q: What should I do if I find conflicting
results or contradictory evidence in my
literature search?

A: Conflicting results or contradictory
evidence are valuable and should be addressed
directly in your literature review. Do not shy
away from them. Instead, discuss these
discrepancies, explore potential reasons for
the differences (e.g., methodological
variations, different theoretical
perspectives, sample differences), and analyze
their implications for the field. This
demonstrates a nuanced understanding of the
topic and can often highlight areas needing
further research.

Q: How do I ensure proper APA in-text citation
in my literature review?

A: To ensure proper APA in-text citation,
always include the author's last name and the
year of publication for every paraphrase or
summary (e.g., (Smith, 2020)). For direct
quotes, also include the page number or



paragraph number (e.g., (Smith, 2020, p. 45)).
Pay attention to the rules for multiple
authors (e.g., two authors always cited; three
or more use "et al."). Use reliable APA style
guides to confirm specific formats for various
citation scenarios.

Q: What is the recommended word count for an
APA literature review?

A: There is no single recommended word count
as it highly depends on the purpose and
context (e.g., a standalone paper vs. a
section of a larger thesis). For a master's
thesis or doctoral dissertation, a literature
review might range from 15,000 to 30,000 words
or more. For a journal article, it might be
2,000-5,000 words. Always check the specific
guidelines provided by your instructor,
department, or journal.

Q: Can I use personal opinions or anecdotal
evidence in an APA literature review?

A: No, an APA literature review should
maintain a formal, objective, and academic
tone. It must be based entirely on empirical
evidence and scholarly arguments presented in
the literature. Personal opinions, anecdotal
evidence, or unsubstantiated claims should be



avoided as they undermine the credibility and
scientific rigor of the review.
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