
Introduction to APA Style: A Comprehensive 
Guide
This document provides a comprehensive overview of the American Psychological Association (APA) style guide (7th 
edition), covering everything from basic formatting to complex referencing scenarios. APA style has become the 
standard for academic writing across social sciences, education, nursing, and business disciplines, emphasising clarity, 
consistency, and credibility in scholarly communication. The following sections detail essential components of APA 
formatting, referencing, tables, figures, and appendices to help you create polished, professional academic documents.

by Djazia CHIB



Key Elements of APA Manuscripts
Every properly formatted APA manuscript contains several essential components that help identify the work and provide 
necessary context for readers. Understanding these elements ensures your document meets academic requirements 
from the outset.

Title Page Requirements

The title page serves as the formal introduction to your document and includes critical identifying information. For 
professional papers, the title page must include the paper title, author name(s), institutional affiliation(s), course number 
and name, instructor name, and due date. The title should be concise yet descriptive, ideally 12 words or fewer, centred 
on the page, and positioned in the upper half of the page. Author names should include first name, middle initial(s), and 
surname without professional titles. Student papers differ slightly with a page header that includes only the page 
number.

Abstract and Keywords

The abstract provides a comprehensive summary of your work, typically between 150-250 words. It should appear on a 
separate page following the title page with the word "Abstract" centred at the top. An effective abstract concisely 
describes your research problem, method, results, and conclusions without using citations. Keywords follow the abstract 
paragraph on a new line, indented, and italicised (e.g., Keywords: academic writing, citation, referencing). These 
keywords help databases index your work for searchability.

Running Head and Page Numbering

In professional papers, the running head appears as a shortened version of your title (50 characters or fewer) in all 
capital letters at the top left of every page. Student papers no longer require a running head in APA 7th edition. Page 
numbers appear in the top right corner of each page, including the title page. The running head and page number 
should appear in the header of the document, with the format: "SHORTENED TITLE" and the page number.



General Formatting Guidelines
Consistent formatting is a cornerstone of APA style, providing readers with a familiar structure that enhances readability 
and professionalism. These guidelines ensure your document maintains a standardised appearance throughout.

Margins, Font, and Spacing

APA manuscripts require 1-inch (2.54 cm) margins on all sides of the document. This standardised margin width creates 
sufficient white space and prevents text from appearing cramped. For fonts, APA 7th edition allows several accessible 
options: 12-point Times New Roman, 11-point Arial, 11-point Calibri, or 11-point Georgia. These fonts were selected for 
their readability in both print and digital formats. Consistency is crucial4once you select a font, use it throughout your 
entire document.

Double-spacing is required throughout the entire document, including the title page, abstract, main text, reference list, 
table and figure captions, and appendices. This spacing enhances readability and provides room for handwritten 
comments during review processes. Avoid adding extra spaces between paragraphs or before/after headings.

Indentations and Alignment

Text should be aligned to the left margin with a "ragged" right edge (not justified). The first line of each paragraph 
should be indented 0.5 inches (1.27 cm) from the left margin. Exceptions include the abstract, block quotations (which 
are indented 0.5 inches as a whole), title page elements, headings, table titles and notes, figure captions, and reference 
list entries (which use a hanging indent where all lines after the first are indented 0.5 inches).

Consistency in Headings and Subheadings

Headings help readers navigate your document by signalling the beginning of new sections. APA employs a five-level 
heading system that uses different formatting for each level. Regardless of the complexity of your document, you must 
maintain consistent formatting for headings of the same level. Proper implementation creates a clear visual hierarchy 
that guides readers through your content. Section labels like "Introduction," "Method," "Results," and "Discussion" are 
not required in APA style unless specified by your institution or publisher.

Element Requirement

Margins 1 inch (2.54 cm) on all sides

Font options 12pt Times New Roman, 11pt Arial, 11pt Calibri, 11pt 
Georgia

Line spacing Double-spacing throughout

Paragraph indentation 0.5 inches (1.27 cm)

Text alignment Left-aligned with ragged right edge



Essential Steps in Academic Editing
Effective editing transforms a rough draft into a polished manuscript that meets APA standards. The editing process 
requires attention to detail and a methodical approach to ensure clarity, coherence, and correctness throughout your 
document.

Proofreading for Mechanical Elements

Thorough proofreading targets grammar, punctuation, 
and spelling errors that can undermine your credibility. 
Begin by checking for subject-verb agreement, proper 
tense usage, and pronoun clarity. Pay particular attention 
to commonly confused words (their/there/they're, 
affect/effect) that spellcheckers might miss. Review 
punctuation4especially commas, semicolons, and 
apostrophes4to ensure proper usage. APA prioritises 
clarity over complexity, so simplify convoluted sentences 
and remove unnecessary jargon. Consider reading your 
manuscript aloud or backwards (sentence by sentence) 
to catch errors your eyes might otherwise miss when 
reading normally.

Ensuring Logical Flow

Beyond mechanical correctness, effective academic 
writing requires coherent organisation at multiple levels. 
Examine paragraph structure to confirm each has a clear 
topic sentence followed by supporting details and 
evidence. Transitions between paragraphs should guide 
readers smoothly from one idea to the next. At a broader 
level, sections should follow a logical progression that 
builds your argument or explanation systematically. This 
hierarchical organisation helps readers navigate complex 
information and understand relationships between ideas. 
Outlining your paper after drafting can help identify 
structural weaknesses where reorganisation might 
improve clarity.

Adherence to APA Language Guidelines

APA style emphasises bias-free language that respects all people and groups. During editing, carefully examine your 
language choices to eliminate bias related to age, disability, gender, racial and ethnic identity, sexual orientation, 
socioeconomic status, and other personal characteristics. Use specific, appropriate terms rather than broad labels, and 
focus on people first rather than their characteristics (e.g., "people with disabilities" rather than "the disabled"). Avoid 
perpetuating stereotypes through language, examples, or assumptions. The goal is precise, respectful communication 
that acknowledges diversity without reinforcing bias.

A comprehensive editing process typically requires multiple passes, each focusing on different aspects of the 
manuscript. Begin with structural editing to assess organisation and flow, then move to paragraph-level editing for 
coherence, followed by sentence-level editing for clarity and conciseness. Complete the process with a detailed 
proofreading for mechanical errors. This systematic approach ensures that no aspect of the manuscript escapes 
scrutiny.



Clear and Concise Writing
In academic writing, clarity and concision not only make your work more accessible but also demonstrate mastery of 
your subject. The APA style emphasises precise language that communicates complex ideas efficiently while 
maintaining scholarly rigour.

Avoiding Ambiguity and Wordiness

Ambiguous writing leaves readers uncertain about your intended meaning, undermining the effectiveness of your 
communication. To eliminate ambiguity, be specific about antecedents when using pronouns like "this," "that," "these," 
and "those." For example, instead of writing "This shows significant results," specify what "this" refers to: "This 
experiment shows significant results." Similarly, vague relative pronouns like "which" should clearly connect to their 
antecedents.

Wordiness dilutes your message and taxes readers' patience. Common sources of verbal inflation include redundant 
pairs (e.g., "basic and fundamental," "each and every"), empty phrases ("it should be noted that," "the fact that"), and 
unnecessary qualifiers ("very," "quite," "basically"). During editing, scrutinise each sentence for opportunities to express 
the same idea in fewer words. For instance, replace "The results of the experiment were found to be statistically 
significant" with "The experimental results were statistically significant."

Active Versus Passive Voice

APA style recommends using active voice predominantly, as it generally creates clearer, more direct sentences that 
emphasise the agent performing the action. Compare "The researcher administered the survey" (active) with "The 
survey was administered by the researcher" (passive). The active construction communicates the same information 
more efficiently and clearly identifies who performed the action.

However, passive voice serves legitimate purposes in scientific writing, particularly when focusing on the object 
receiving the action rather than the agent performing it. Use passive voice when the agent is unknown, irrelevant, or 
when you wish to emphasise the recipient of the action. For example, "The participants were randomly assigned to 
control and experimental groups" appropriately uses passive voice to emphasise the participants rather than who 
assigned them.

Parallel Structure for Clarity

Parallel structure creates symmetry in your writing by using the same grammatical form for elements serving the same 
function. This pattern helps readers recognise relationships between ideas and process information more efficiently. 
When creating lists, ensure all items follow the same grammatical pattern. For instance, "The study aims to (1) identify 
key variables, (2) establish correlations, and (3) develop predictive models" maintains parallelism through consistent 
verb forms. Without parallel structure, comprehension becomes more difficult: "The study aims to (1) identify key 
variables, (2) correlations will be established, and (3) developing predictive models."

Apply parallelism to headings of equal importance, items in bullet points or numbered lists, table column headings, and 
comparisons. This consistency creates a rhythm that guides readers through your document and reinforces the logical 
relationships between elements.

"Good academic writing is precise, clear, concise, and free from bias. Each word should serve a purpose; each 
sentence should convey a complete thought; each paragraph should develop a cohesive idea."



Headings and Structure in APA
The APA heading system provides a clear visual hierarchy that helps readers navigate your document and understand 
its organisation. The systematic approach to headings reflects the logical structure of your content, making complex 
information more accessible.

Five-Level Heading System

APA 7th edition employs a five-level heading system that can accommodate documents of varying complexity. Most 
papers will use only two or three levels, while complex documents like dissertations might require all five. The levels are 
applied sequentially, beginning with Level 1. You cannot skip levels (e.g., you cannot follow a Level 1 heading with a Level 
3 heading).

The heading levels differ in formatting to visually distinguish their importance in the hierarchy. Level 1 headings are the 
most prominent, while Level 5 headings are the least prominent. Each level maintains consistent formatting throughout 
your document, creating a reliable visual system that guides readers through your content's organisation.

Level 1: Centred, Bold, 
Title Case
Used for main sections like 
Introduction, Method, Results, 
and Discussion. Text begins as 
a new paragraph.

Level 2: Left-Aligned, 
Bold, Title Case
Used for subsections within 
Level 1 sections. Text begins as 
a new paragraph.

Level 3: Indented, Bold, 
Title Case, Ending with a 
Period.
Text begins on the same line 
and continues as a regular 
paragraph.

Level 4: Indented, Bold, Italic, Title Case, 
Ending with a Period.
Text begins on the same line and continues as a 
regular paragraph.

Level 5: Indented, Italic, Title Case, 
Ending with a Period.
Text begins on the same line and continues as a 
regular paragraph.

Logical Organisation of Content

Effective use of the heading system requires careful planning of your document's structure. Begin by outlining your 
content to identify main topics and subtopics. This outline will help you determine which heading levels to use for 
different sections. The goal is to create a logical hierarchy that reflects the relationships between ideas and guides 
readers through your argument or explanation.

When applying headings, maintain parallel structure for headings at the same level. This grammatical consistency 
reinforces the equal status of these sections in your document's hierarchy. For example, if one Level 2 heading is a noun 
phrase ("Experimental Results"), other Level 2 headings should also be noun phrases ("Theoretical Framework," 
"Statistical Analysis").

Remember that APA style does not require an "Introduction" heading at the beginning of your paper. The paper title 
serves this function, and the introduction is understood to be the opening section. However, if your institution or 
publisher specifically requires an introduction heading, format it as a Level 1 heading.



In-Text Citations: Basic Principles
APA's citation system serves the dual purpose of acknowledging others' work and providing readers with information to 
locate your sources. Mastering the basics of in-text citation is fundamental to ethical and effective academic writing.

Author3Date Citation System

The cornerstone of APA citation is the author-date system, which identifies sources by the author's surname and the 
publication year. This concise format allows readers to quickly identify sources without disrupting the flow of text. Each 
in-text citation must correspond to a full reference entry in your reference list, creating a comprehensive system for 
tracking sources.

For a basic citation, include the author's surname and publication year within parentheses: (Smith, 2020). When the 
author's name appears naturally in your sentence, include only the year in parentheses: "Smith (2020) found significant 
correlations between the variables." For direct quotations or specific information, include a page number: (Smith, 2020, 
p. 45). If you're referencing multiple pages, use "pp." instead: (Smith, 2020, pp. 45-47).

Parenthetical and Narrative Citation Formats

APA offers two primary approaches to incorporating citations into your writing, each serving different rhetorical 
purposes. Parenthetical citations place all citation information within parentheses, typically at the end of a sentence: 
"Multiple studies have confirmed this relationship (Jones, 2018; Smith, 2020)." This format emphasises the content 
rather than the authors.

Narrative citations incorporate the author name into the sentence itself, with only the year in parentheses: "Jones (2018) 
and Smith (2020) have confirmed this relationship." This format emphasises the authors, drawing attention to their 
contributions. Both formats are acceptable in APA style, and you can alternate between them to create variety in your 
writing and emphasise either content or authors as appropriate.

Use of "et al.", Group Authors, and Anonymous Sources

For works with three or more authors, APA 7th edition simplifies citation by using "et al." (meaning "and others") after the 
first author's surname in all citations: (Smith et al., 2020). This streamlined approach differs from previous editions, 
which varied depending on the number of authors.

When citing organisational or group authors, use the full name in the first citation, followed by the abbreviation in 
brackets: (World Health Organisation [WHO], 2020). In subsequent citations, use only the abbreviation: (WHO, 2020). If 
no abbreviation exists or is commonly used, provide the full name in each citation.

For works with unknown authors, cite the title (or a shortened version for longer titles) in quotation marks for articles or 
chapters, or in italics for books, reports, and webpages: ("Climate Change Effects," 2019) or (Handbook of Research 
Methods, 2018). Use "Anonymous" as the author only when the work is explicitly signed as such.

Citation Type Parenthetical Format Narrative Format

One author (Smith, 2020) Smith (2020)

Two authors (Smith & Jones, 2020) Smith and Jones (2020)

Three+ authors (Smith et al., 2020) Smith et al. (2020)

Group author (World Health Organisation [WHO], 
2020)

World Health Organisation (WHO, 
2020)

No author ("Article Title," 2020) "Article Title" (2020)



In-Text Citations: Advanced Scenarios
Academic writing often presents citation challenges beyond basic scenarios. Understanding how to handle multiple 
works by the same author, secondary sources, and sources with incomplete information ensures your citations remain 
accurate and comprehensive.

Multiple Works by the Same Author(s)

When citing multiple works by the same author published in different years, arrange the citations chronologically: 
"Several studies (Smith, 2018, 2020) have demonstrated this effect." If the author published multiple works in the same 
year, differentiate them with lowercase letters after the year, assigned alphabetically by title: (Smith, 2020a, 2020b). 
These same letters must appear in your reference list entries to maintain consistency between citations and references.

For multiple works by different authors in the same parenthetical citation, arrange them alphabetically by first author's 
surname, matching the order in your reference list. Separate citations with semicolons: "Multiple studies support this 
conclusion (Jones, 2019; Smith, 2020)." This format helps readers quickly locate corresponding entries in your 
reference list.

Citing Secondary Sources and Indirect Citations

Ideally, you should consult and cite primary sources. However, when the original work is unavailable or out of print, you 
may need to cite a secondary source. In such cases, name the original work in your text, but cite the secondary source 
in parentheses with "as cited in": "Johnson's groundbreaking study (as cited in Smith, 2020) established the framework 
for modern research." In your reference list, include only the secondary source (Smith, 2020), not the primary source 
(Johnson).

This approach acknowledges the original author's contribution while properly attributing your actual source of 
information. However, use secondary citations sparingly, as they can propagate misinterpretations or inaccuracies. 
Whenever possible, locate and cite the original source directly.

Citing Web Pages and Sources with No Date

Web-based sources present unique citation challenges, particularly regarding authorship and publication dates. For web 
pages with identifiable authors, follow standard author-date format: (Smith, 2020). If no individual author is listed but an 
organisation is clearly responsible for the content, cite the organisation as the author: (World Health Organisation, 2020).

When a source lacks a publication date, use "n.d." (no date) in place of the year: (Smith, n.d.). For web content that may 
change over time, such as wikis or regularly updated web pages, include a retrieval date before the URL in the reference 
entry, though this is not reflected in the in-text citation.

Some web sources may lack both author and date information. In such cases, use a shortened version of the title in 
quotation marks: ("Climate Change Effects," n.d.). When evaluating whether to include such sources, consider their 
authority, accuracy, and relevance. Sources lacking basic publication information may not meet academic standards for 
credibility.

Identify the citation scenario
Determine if you're dealing with multiple works, secondary sources, or incomplete information

Gather available information
Collect all available publication details: authors, dates, titles, and source types

Apply appropriate citation format
Follow APA guidelines for your specific scenario

Verify consistency
Ensure in-text citations match corresponding reference list entries



Creating the Reference List: Foundations
The reference list provides complete bibliographic information for all sources cited in your text. This comprehensive list 
allows readers to locate and verify your sources, underscoring the scholarly foundation of your work.

Fundamental Principles

The reference list serves as the bibliographic backbone of your document, providing readers with the information 
needed to identify and retrieve your sources. Each entry contains four essential elements: author, date, title, and source. 
The specific format varies by source type, but these core elements appear in all entries. Every work cited in your text 
must have a corresponding reference entry, and every reference entry must be cited in your text at least once. This 
reciprocal relationship ensures bibliographic completeness and accuracy.

The reference list appears on a new page after the main text of your document and before any tables, figures, or 
appendices. The word "References" (without quotation marks) appears centred at the top of the page in bold. For short 
documents with a single reference, use the singular "Reference" instead.

Alphabetical Order by Author Surname

Reference entries are arranged alphabetically by the surname of the first author of each work. When alphabetising 
names, consider only the letters in the surname, ignoring spaces and punctuation: "MacArthur" precedes "McAllister," 
and "St. James" is alphabetised under "S" rather than "Saint." For works by the same author, list single-author works 
before multiple-author works that begin with the same surname. When sorting works by the same author(s), arrange by 
publication year, with the earliest year first.

Works with no identified author are alphabetised by the first significant word in the title (ignoring initial articles like "A," 
"An," or "The"). If the title begins with a numeral, alphabetise it as if the numeral were spelled out. Group authors like 
organisations or government agencies are alphabetised by the first significant word in the name.

Hanging Indent Format

APA reference lists use a hanging indent format, where the first line of each entry begins at the left margin, and 
subsequent lines are indented 0.5 inches (1.27 cm). This formatting visually distinguishes between entries and makes it 
easier for readers to scan the list. In word processing software, you can create hanging indents by selecting the text and 
adjusting paragraph settings. Like the main text, the reference list is double-spaced throughout, with no extra spaces 
between entries.

Digital object identifiers (DOIs) and URLs should not be hyperlinked in the reference list unless your publisher 
specifically requests linked references. If a URL or DOI must break across lines, insert the break after a slash or before a 
punctuation mark to maintain readability. Do not add a full stop after a DOI or URL, as this could be misinterpreted as part 
of the link.



Reference Entries: Books and Book Chapters
Books and book chapters are foundational sources in academic writing. Their reference formats capture essential 
information while accommodating various publishing arrangements and formats.

Basic Book Format

The foundational template for book references follows the author-date-title-source pattern common to all APA 
references. For a standard book, the format is:

Author, A. A. (Year). Title of book. Publisher.

The author element includes the surname followed by initials for all authors, separated by commas and with an 
ampersand (&) before the final author. The publication year appears in parentheses after the author(s). The book title 
appears in italics using sentence case capitalisation, where only the first word, proper nouns, and the first word after a 
colon are capitalised. The publisher name appears in a shortened form without terms like "Publishers," "Co.," or "Inc."

For example: 
Stoneman, R. (2008). Alexander the Great: A life in legend. Yale University Press.

Edited Books and Book Chapters

Edited books contain chapters by different authors compiled by one or more editors. When citing the entire edited book, 
the format follows the basic book template, but editor names are followed by "(Ed.)" for a single editor or "(Eds.)" for 
multiple editors:

Editor, E. E. (Ed.). (Year). Title of book. Publisher.

When citing a specific chapter within an edited book, the chapter author(s) and title appear first, followed by the book 
editors and title. The page range for the chapter appears at the end of the reference:

Author, A. A. (Year). Title of chapter. In E. E. Editor (Ed.), Title of book (pp. xxx3xxx). Publisher.

For example:
Harris, L. (2014). Instructional leadership perceptions and practices of elementary school leaders. In M. F. DiPaola & W. 
K. Hoy (Eds.), Leadership and school quality (pp. 77398). Information Age Publishing.

DOIs and Publisher Locations

Digital Object Identifiers (DOIs) provide a persistent link to digital content. When a book has a DOI, include it at the end of 
the reference in this format: https://doi.org/xxxxx. For example:

Brown, T. (2020). Change by design: How design thinking transforms organizations and inspires innovation (2nd ed.). 
HarperCollins. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2019.03.003

APA 7th edition no longer requires publisher location in book references. This change reflects the increasingly global 
nature of publishing and the ease of obtaining books regardless of publisher location. However, for books published 
before 1900, books with multiple versions published in different locations, or books published by publishers with 
significant division differences between locations, you may include the publisher location for clarity.

Additional Book Elements

For subsequent editions of books, include the edition number in parentheses after the title, not italicised: Title of book 
(2nd ed.). For volumes in multi-volume works, include the volume number in parentheses: Title of book (Vol. 2). If the 
book is a translation, include the translator's name after the title: Title of book (T. Translator, Trans.).

E-books follow the same format as print books unless they have a DOI or URL. If the e-book has a DOI, include it at the 
end of the reference. If no DOI is available but the book was accessed online, include the URL only if the book is freely 
accessible to the public. Do not include database information for e-books from subscription services like Kindle or 
libraries.



Reference Entries: Journal Articles
Journal articles constitute a primary source of current research in many disciplines. Their reference format must 
account for various publishing models and identification systems.

Basic Journal Article Format

The standard template for journal article references includes the author, date, article title, journal name, volume, issue, 
and page range:

Author, A. A., & Author, B. B. (Year). Title of article. Title of Journal, Volume(Issue), page range. DOI

Authors are listed by surname followed by initials, with each author separated by commas and an ampersand before the 
final author. The publication year appears in parentheses after the author list. The article title uses sentence case 
capitalisation (capitalising only the first word, proper nouns, and the first word after a colon) without quotation marks or 
italics.

The journal title is italicised and uses title case capitalisation (capitalising all major words). The volume number is also 
italicised, followed immediately by the issue number in parentheses (not italicised). The page range follows, using an en 
dash between numbers without "pp." or other labels. If the article has a DOI, it appears at the end of the reference.

For example:
Hughes, J. L., Camden, A. A., & Yangchen, T. (2016). Rethinking and updating demographic questions: Guidance to 
improve descriptions of research samples. Psi Chi Journal of Psychological Research, 21(3), 1383151. 
https://doi.org/10.24839/2164-8204.JN21.3.138

Online vs Print Differentiation

APA 7th edition simplifies the distinction between print and online journal articles. The format remains the same 
regardless of how you accessed the article, with one key difference: include a DOI for all articles that have one, whether 
you used the print or online version.

If an online article has no DOI but is from an academic research database, format the reference as you would a print 
article without a DOI4no database information or URL is needed. For articles without DOIs from websites (not academic 
databases), include the URL at the end of the reference:

Author, A. A. (Year). Title of article. Title of Journal, Volume(Issue), page range. URL

For example:
Ahmann, E., Tuttle, L. J., Saviet, M., & Wright, S. D. (2018). A descriptive review of ADHD coaching research: Implications 
for college students. Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 31(1), 17339. 
https://www.ahead.org/professional-resources/publications/jped/archived-jped/jped-volume-31

Including Article Numbers

Some electronic journals assign article numbers rather than page ranges, particularly in online-only publications. When 
an article has an article number instead of a page range, include the article number after the issue number, using the 
format provided by the publisher:

Author, A. A. (Year). Title of article. Title of Journal, Volume(Issue), Article e52. DOI or URL

For example:
Antman, E. M. (2020). Strengthening the evidence-based approach to cardiovascular disease management. JAMA 
Network Open, 3(8), Article e2014568. https://doi.org/10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.14568

Some journals use both article numbers and page numbers. In these cases, include only the article number in your 
reference.

For articles in press or advance online publication, replace the year with "(in press)" and omit the volume, issue, and 
page information if not yet assigned. Once the article is formally published, update your reference with the complete 
publication information.

Journal Type DOI Status Reference Format

Print or online with DOI Has DOI Include DOI at end of reference

Online from academic database No DOI Format as print journal, no URL 
needed

Online from website No DOI Include URL at end of reference

Online-only with article number With or without DOI Use article number instead of page 
range



Reference Entries: Electronic and Online 
Sources
Digital content presents unique citation challenges because of its diverse formats, variable persistence, and sometimes 
unclear authorship. APA style provides specific guidelines for citing various electronic and online sources.

Web Pages and Websites

The basic format for a web page or document from a 
website follows the author-date-title-source pattern:

Author, A. A. (Year, Month Day). Title of page. Site 
Name. URL

The author may be an individual or an organisation. If no 
individual author is identified, use the name of the 
organisation responsible for the content. The date should 
be as specific as possible (year, month, day), based on 
when the content was published or last updated. If no 
date is available, use "(n.d.)". The title of the page is in 
italics. Include the name of the website unless it's the 
same as the author. End with the URL (without a period).

For example:
World Health Organisation. (2020, May 28). WHO, UN 
Foundation and Illumination partner on health messages. 
https://www.who.int/news-room/detail/28-05-2020-
who-un-foundation-and-illumination-partner-on-health-
messages

Online Reports and Documents

Many organisations publish reports, white papers, and 
other documents online. The basic format follows the 
pattern for print reports but includes a URL:

Author, A. A. (Year). Title of report (Report No. xxx). 
Publisher Name. URL

If the report has a DOI, use that instead of a URL. If the 
publisher is the same as the author (as with most 
organisational reports), omit the publisher to avoid 
redundancy.

For example:
National Cancer Institute. (2019). Cancer statistics review, 
1975-2016. 
https://seer.cancer.gov/archive/csr/1975_2016/

For annual reports, include "Annual report" in square 
brackets after the title if it's not part of the title itself:

Company Name. (Year). Title [Annual report]. URL

Use of URLs, DOIs, and Retrieval Dates

URLs and DOIs provide access pathways to digital content. In APA 7th edition, both are presented as hypertext links 
beginning with "http://" or "https://". For DOIs, use the format "https://doi.org/xxxxx" rather than older formats like 
"doi:xxxxx" or "DOI: xxxxx". Do not add a period after the URL or DOI at the end of a reference, as this could be 
misinterpreted as part of the link.

Retrieval dates are generally not required in APA references because most online content is permanently archived. 
However, include a retrieval date for content that is designed to change over time and is not archived, such as Twitter 
profiles, Facebook homepages, or wikis:

Author, A. A. (Year). Title of page. Site Name. Retrieved Month Day, Year, from URL

For example:
British Broadcasting Corporation. (n.d.). BBC news. Retrieved June 15, 2020, from https://www.bbc.co.uk/news

Government and Organisational Reports

Government reports and documents often have complex authorship and publication arrangements. Generally, cite the 
specific agency that produced the document as the author, even if it's part of a larger department:

Agency Name. (Year). Title of report (Report No. xxx). Publisher (if different from author). URL

For example:
National Institute of Mental Health. (2018). Anxiety disorders (NIH Publication No. 19-MH-8090). U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, National Institutes of Health. https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/anxiety-
disorders/19-mh-8090-anxietydisorders_153534.pdf

For parliamentary or legislative documents, follow the specific format for the type of document (bill, act, report, etc.) and 
the country of origin. Typically, include the title, document number, session information, and URL:

Title of Act, Bill Number, Parliament Number, Session (Year). URL

For example:
Environment Bill, Bill 9, 58th Parliament, 1st Session (2020). https://services.parliament.uk/bills/2019-
21/environment.html



Reference Entries: Other Source Types
Beyond standard books, articles, and websites, academic writing often draws from diverse source types. Understanding 
how to properly reference these varied sources ensures bibliographic accuracy and completeness.

Conference Papers and Proceedings

Conference papers may exist in various formats: published in proceedings, presented but unpublished, or published in 
journals. For a paper published in proceedings (a common format), the reference follows this pattern:

Author, A. A., & Author, B. B. (Year). Title of contribution. In C. C. Chair (Ed.), Title of conference: Subtitle (pp. xxx3
xxx). Publisher. DOI or URL

For example:
Fistek, A., Jester, E., & Sonnenberg, K. (2017). Everybody's got a little music in them: Using music therapy to connect, 
engage, and motivate. In G. Craddock (Ed.), Proceedings of the 12th International Conference on Practice and Theory in 
Work and Organizational Psychology (pp. 2873291). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-41962-6_51

For unpublished conference presentations, provide the year and month of the conference and note the presentation 
type (paper presentation, poster session) in square brackets after the title:

Author, A. A. (Year, Month). Title of contribution [Paper presentation]. Conference Name, Location. DOI or URL

Theses and Dissertations

Theses and dissertations may be published (through institutional repositories or commercial databases) or unpublished. 
For published works, the general format is:

Author, A. A. (Year). Title of thesis or dissertation [Doctoral dissertation or Master's thesis, Institution Name]. 
Database or Archive Name. URL

For example:
Miranda, C. (2019). Exploring the lived experiences of foster youth who obtained graduate level degrees: Self-efficacy, 
resilience, and the impact on identity development [Doctoral dissertation, University of Northern Colorado]. ProQuest 
Dissertations & Theses Global.

For unpublished theses or dissertations, omit the database or archive information:

Author, A. A. (Year). Title of thesis or dissertation [Unpublished doctoral dissertation or master's thesis]. Institution 
Name.

Audiovisual Materials

Audiovisual sources like films, TV series, YouTube videos, and podcasts require specific reference formats that identify 
both their unique characteristics and standard bibliographic elements.

For films or videos, the general format includes director as author, with "(Director)" after the name:

Director, D. D. (Director). (Year). Title of film [Film]. Production Company.

For example:
Jackson, P. (Director). (2001). The Lord of the rings: The fellowship of the ring [Film]. WingNut Films; The Saul Zaentz 
Company.

For YouTube videos and other online videos, include the uploader as author with channel information in square brackets:

Author, A. A. [Username]. (Year, Month Day). Title of video [Video]. Platform. URL

For example:
TED. (2012, March 16). Susan Cain: The power of introverts [Video]. YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=c0KYU2j0TM4

For podcasts, cite the host as author for the entire podcast series. For individual episodes, include the episode number 
(if available) and the notation "[Audio podcast episode]" after the title:

Host, H. H. (Host). (Year, Month Day). Title of episode (No. xx) [Audio podcast episode]. In Title of podcast. 
Production Company. URL

For example:
Glass, I. (Host). (2011, August 12). Amusement park (No. 443) [Audio podcast episode]. In This American Life. WBEZ 
Chicago. https://www.thisamericanlife.org/443/amusement-park

Data Sets, Software, and Personal Communications

Data sets published in repositories should be cited with a reference entry. The general format includes the author(s) or 
rightsholder(s), year, title, publisher, and DOI or URL:

Author, A. A. (Year). Title of data set (Version No.) [Data set]. Publisher. DOI or URL

For software and mobile apps, include version information in parentheses after the title if available:

Author, A. A. (Year). Title of software (Version No.) [Computer software]. Publisher. DOI or URL

Personal communications, including private letters, emails, private social media messages, personal interviews, and 
unrecorded classroom lectures, are not included in the reference list because they are not recoverable by readers. 
Instead, cite them only in the text, providing the communicator's initial(s) and surname and an exact date:

T. K. Lutes (personal communication, April 18, 2020)



Citing Tables in APA Style
Tables provide an efficient format for presenting large amounts of data or complex information that would be unwieldy in 
text. Properly formatted tables enhance the readability of your document while maintaining academic rigour.

Table Components and Structure

APA tables consist of four main components: table number, title, body, and notes. Each component serves a specific 
purpose and follows precise formatting guidelines.

The table number appears first, in bold (e.g., Table 1). Tables are numbered consecutively throughout your document in 
the order they are mentioned in the text. The table title appears on the next line, in italics and title case, also flush left. 
The title should be brief but descriptive enough to identify the table's content without reference to the text.

The table body contains rows and columns of data. APA recommends a simple format with minimal borders: horizontal 
lines above and below the header row and after the final row, but no vertical borders or internal horizontal borders unless 
needed for clarity. Column headings should be brief, clear, and explanatory. Abbreviations may be used in tables even if 
they are not introduced in the text, but they should be explained in a note if not commonly understood.

Table notes appear below the table body in this order: general note, specific note(s), and probability note(s). A general 
note applies to the entire table and begins with "Note." in italics, followed by the explanation. Specific notes refer to 
particular columns, rows, or cells and are indicated by superscript lowercase letters (a, b, c). Probability notes show p 
values and use asterisks or other symbols (*, **, ***) to indicate significance levels.

Table Placement and Referencing

In APA style, you have two options for placing tables: either in-text or after the reference list. For manuscripts being 
submitted for publication, place each table on a separate page after the reference list. For theses, dissertations, and 
student papers, you may place tables within the text close to their first mention, or on separate pages after the 
references. Check with your institution or publisher for specific requirements.

Regardless of placement, all tables must be mentioned in the text by number: "As shown in Table 3, the correlation was 
significant" or "The correlation was significant (see Table 3)." Do not refer to tables by location (e.g., "the table below") 
as positions may change during typesetting.

When a table is from an existing source rather than original, you must provide complete citation information. For a 
reprinted or adapted table, include a copyright attribution note at the end of the table. The format varies depending on 
whether the table is reproduced exactly or adapted:

Note. Reprinted [or Adapted] from "Title of Article," by A. A. Author and B. B. Author, Year, Journal Title, 
Volume(Issue), p. xxx (DOI or URL). Copyright Year by Copyright Holder.

You must also include the source in your reference list. If you've created the table yourself from data drawn from a 
source, cite the source in the text discussion but not in a note with the table.

Element Format Example

Table number Bold, flush left Table 1

Table title Italic, title case, flush left Demographic Characteristics of 
Participants

General note Italic "Note." followed by 
explanation

Note. Data represent mean scores 
on a 7-point scale.

Specific note Superscript letter with explanation ^a n = 25. ^b n = 42.

Probability note Asterisks with explanation * p < .05. ** p < .01.



Creating and Presenting Figures
Figures encompass visual representations beyond tables, including graphs, charts, maps, drawings, and photographs. 
Effective figures complement your text by illustrating concepts that are difficult to explain in words alone.

Figure Components and Formatting

Like tables, figures in APA style have standardised components: figure number, title, image, and notes. Each element 
follows specific formatting guidelines to ensure clarity and professionalism.

The figure number appears first in bold (e.g., Figure 1), positioned above the figure. Figures are numbered consecutively 
throughout your document in the order they are mentioned in the text. The figure title appears on the same line as the 
number, separated by a colon and a space, in italics and title case: Figure 1: Comparison of Response Times Across Age 
Groups.

The figure itself should be simple, clear, and free of extraneous details. Text within figures should be in a sans-serif font 
(such as Arial) between 8 and 14 points. All text should be horizontal, and abbreviations should be consistent with those 
used in the text or explained in the caption. Maintain sufficient resolution (at least 300 dpi) for print publication, and 
consider accessibility by using patterns or line types in addition to colours to differentiate elements.

Figure notes appear below the figure in the same order as table notes: general note, specific note(s), and probability 
note(s). A general note begins with "Note." in italics, followed by the explanation. Use specific notes (indicated by 
superscript lowercase letters) to explain particular elements of the figure. Probability notes identify significance levels 
using asterisks or other symbols.

Types of Figures

APA manuscripts may include various types of figures, each serving different purposes:

Charts and Graphs
Bar charts, line graphs, scatter plots, and pie charts 
display quantitative relationships. Choose the 
appropriate type based on your data: bar charts for 
comparisons across categories, line graphs for 
changes over time, scatter plots for correlations, 
and pie charts for proportions of a whole.

Maps and Spatial Data
Geographic information is best displayed through 
maps. Include a scale indicator and north arrow, 
and ensure that all text is legible. Simplify maps to 
show only relevant information, and use consistent 
symbols throughout.

Photographs and Illustrations
Visual documentation may include photographs of 
participants (with appropriate consent), apparatus, 
stimuli, or other relevant images. Illustrations might 
depict theoretical models, anatomical structures, or 
experimental setups. Ensure sufficient contrast and 
clarity.

Flowcharts and Diagrams
Process flowcharts, organisational charts, and 
conceptual diagrams illustrate relationships that are 
difficult to describe verbally. Use consistent 
symbols, arrows, and text formatting to create a 
coherent visual narrative.

Design Standards for Readability and Accessibility

Effective figures balance aesthetics with information value. The following design principles enhance both readability and 
accessibility:

Simplicity: Include only essential information in your figures. Remove gridlines, unnecessary text, decorative elements, 
and 3D effects that do not contribute to understanding. A cluttered figure obscures rather than clarifies your message.

Contrast: Ensure sufficient contrast between elements and the background. Text should be clearly visible against its 
background, and data points or lines should be distinguishable from each other. For colour figures, verify that they 
remain interpretable when printed in black and white.

Consistency: Maintain consistent formatting across all figures in your document. Use the same fonts, line weights, 
symbols, and colour schemes to create a cohesive visual language. This consistency helps readers interpret your 
figures more quickly.

Accessibility: Design figures to be accessible to readers with colour vision deficiencies. Use patterns, line types, or 
shapes in addition to colour to differentiate elements. Provide alt text descriptions for figures in digital documents to 
accommodate screen readers for visually impaired readers.

When preparing figures for publication, consult the specific requirements of your target journal or publisher. Some may 
have additional guidelines regarding figure size, resolution, file format, or colour specifications.



Table and Figure Notes and Source Attributions
Notes and source attributions for tables and figures provide essential information about their content, explain 
abbreviations or symbols, and acknowledge original sources. Properly formatted notes enhance understanding while 
maintaining academic integrity.

General, Specific, and Probability Notes

Notes serve different functions in tables and figures, from explaining content broadly to identifying specific details. APA 
style organises these notes into three categories, presented in a specific order.

General notes apply to the entire table or figure and provide overarching explanations about the data. They may define 
abbreviations, explain measurement units, or clarify data collection methods. A general note begins with "Note." in 
italics, followed by the explanation in regular type. Only one general note should appear per table or figure, containing all 
general information needed for interpretation:

Note. All participants completed the survey within the specified time frame. Higher scores indicate greater 
satisfaction. RT = response time; WPM = words per minute.

Specific notes refer to particular columns, rows, or elements within the table or figure. They are indicated by lowercase 
superscript letters (a, b, c, etc.) that link directly to the corresponding element. The notes themselves appear after the 
general note, with each superscript letter followed by its explanation:

^a Data from participants who failed the attention check (n = 3) were excluded from analysis. ^b Ages ranged from 18 
to 65 years (M = 32.4, SD = 8.7).

Probability notes identify levels of statistical significance using asterisks or other symbols. The conventional format 
uses asterisks for different p-value thresholds, though specific symbols may vary by discipline. These notes appear last 
in the sequence:

* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.

When all three types of notes appear together, they are presented in this sequence, each on a new line, with no period 
after the final probability note.

Citing Sources in Table/Figure Notes

When tables or figures include data or visual elements from published sources, proper attribution is required both 
ethically and legally. The citation format depends on whether the table or figure is reproduced exactly or adapted from 
the original.

For a table or figure reproduced exactly as published elsewhere, include a copyright attribution after the general note or 
as the general note if no other general information is needed:

Note. From "Title of Article," by A. A. Author and B. B. Author, Year, Journal Title, Volume(Issue), p. xxx (DOI or URL). 
Copyright Year by Copyright Holder. Reprinted with permission.

For a table or figure adapted from another source (modified in any way), indicate this in the attribution:

Note. Adapted from "Title of Book," by A. A. Author, Year, Publisher (p. xxx). Copyright Year by Copyright Holder. 
Adapted with permission.

If you've created a table or figure using data from another source but in an original format, no copyright attribution is 
needed in the note. Instead, cite the data source in the text discussion:

Figure 2 illustrates the relationship between variables X and Y, using data from Smith (2020).

Formatting Consistency

Consistent formatting of table and figure notes contributes to the professional appearance of your document and helps 
readers interpret your visual elements efficiently. Apply these principles throughout:

Maintain the same note style across all tables and figures in your document. If you use asterisks for significance levels in 
one table, use them in all tables. Similarly, use the same format for copyright attributions throughout.

For tables or figures with multiple sources, list each source in a separate attribution note. If space is limited, you may 
combine sources in a single note, separating them with semicolons.

When tables or figures appear in appendices, follow the same note format as in the main text. The only difference is that 
figures and tables in appendices are numbered according to the appendix they appear in (e.g., Table A1 for the first table 
in Appendix A).

Create table/figure content
Design clear, informative visual 

elements

Add explanatory notes
Include general, specific, and 
probability notes as needed

Cite original sources
Provide proper attribution for 
reproduced or adapted material

Verify consistency
Ensure uniform formatting across 

all visual elements



Appendices in APA Style
Appendices provide a structured way to include supplementary material that would otherwise disrupt the flow of your 
main text. Understanding how to properly format and integrate appendices enhances the organisation and accessibility 
of your document.

Purpose and Content of Appendices

Appendices serve as repositories for supplementary information that supports your analysis but is too detailed or 
lengthy for the main text. This material should be relevant to your study but not essential for understanding your primary 
argument or findings. Readers interested in additional details can consult the appendices without interrupting their 
engagement with your core narrative.

Appropriate content for appendices includes detailed methodological information (e.g., survey instruments, interview 
protocols, stimulus materials), raw data tables, extended statistical analyses, computer code or algorithms, lengthy 
quotations or transcripts, supplementary figures or tables, and detailed descriptions of equipment or procedures. Place 
material in appendices when including it in the main text would distract from your argument or exceed reasonable length 
limitations.

Each item requiring its own focus should appear in a separate appendix. For example, if you have both a survey 
instrument and a detailed statistical analysis to include, place them in separate appendices rather than combining them. 
This separation helps readers locate specific supplementary information efficiently.

Formatting and Labelling Appendices

Appendices follow the references section in your document. Each appendix begins on a new page with the word 
"Appendix" and an identifying letter (A, B, C, etc.) centred at the top of the page. For a document with only one 
appendix, label it "Appendix" without a letter. For multiple appendices, assign letters in the order the appendices are 
mentioned in the main text.

Each appendix must have a descriptive title that appears centred on the line below the appendix label, in title case. For 
example:

Appendix A
Survey Instrument with Demographic Questions

Within each appendix, content follows the same formatting guidelines as the main text, including double-spacing, 1-inch 
margins, and the same font. Begin the text of the appendix flush left, with the first line of each paragraph indented 0.5 
inches. If an appendix contains only a single table or figure, the appendix title serves as the title for that table or figure, 
and no additional table or figure number is needed.

For appendices containing multiple tables or figures, label them with the appendix letter and a number (e.g., Table A1, 
Figure B2). This system distinguishes them from tables and figures in the main text while associating them with the 
specific appendix. Each appendix restarts the numbering sequence.

Appendices Placement and Organisation

The placement of appendices reflects their supplementary nature. They appear after the reference list and before any 
author notes, following this sequence: main text, references, appendices, footnotes (if not placed at the bottom of 
relevant pages), tables (if placed after references rather than in text), figures (if placed after references rather than in 
text), and author notes.

When organising multiple appendices, consider the logical relationship between them and their connection to your main 
text. One approach is to arrange them in the order they are mentioned in your document. Alternatively, you might 
organise them by type of material (e.g., methodological materials first, followed by supplementary analyses) or by 
importance.

If an appendix is too lengthy or complex to include in your document, you may place it in an online supplemental archive 
associated with your publication. In such cases, note in your manuscript that the appendix is available online, and 
provide the URL or DOI where readers can access it.

For very large datasets or code repositories, consider using dedicated platforms like GitHub, the Open Science 
Framework, or discipline-specific repositories. Reference these resources in your text using the appropriate citation 
format for datasets or software.



Integrating Appendices, Tables, and Figures 
Effectively
The strategic integration of appendices, tables, and figures strengthens your document by enhancing the presentation 
of complex information. Proper cross-referencing creates a cohesive narrative that guides readers between your main 
text and supplementary elements.

In-text Callouts for Appendices, Tables, and Figures

Every appendix, table, and figure in your document must be explicitly mentioned in the main text. These callouts signal 
to readers where supplementary information can be found and why it matters. Without proper callouts, readers may 
overlook important visual elements or fail to understand their relevance to your argument.

For tables and figures, incorporate callouts at the logical point in your narrative where the content becomes relevant. A 
callout can be parenthetical or integrated into your sentence:

Parenthetical: The analysis revealed significant differences between treatment groups (see Table 3).
Integrated: As shown in Figure 2, response times decreased significantly following the intervention.

Always refer to tables and figures by their number, not by location (e.g., "the figure below"), as positions may change 
during formatting and publication. For tables or figures in appendices, include both the appendix letter and the item 
number in your callout: "see Table B2" or "as shown in Figure A1."

For appendices, callouts typically appear at the point where the supplementary information becomes relevant to your 
discussion:

The complete survey instrument, including demographic questions, can be found in Appendix A.
Detailed statistical analyses for all secondary outcomes are presented in Appendix C.

If an appendix includes multiple elements that merit individual mention, you may include multiple callouts throughout 
your text, each referring to the same appendix.

Cross-Referencing Within the Manuscript

Beyond basic callouts, effective cross-referencing creates connections between different sections of your document. 
These connections help readers navigate complex information and understand relationships between concepts, 
evidence, and analyses.

When discussing related content that appears in different sections, explicitly link these elements:

The interview protocol (Appendix B) yielded responses that aligned with the quantitative findings presented in Table 
2.
As illustrated in Figure 3, these patterns contradict the historical trends documented in previous studies (see 
Appendix D for a comprehensive literature review).

For complex documents with multiple appendices, tables, and figures, consider creating a visual roadmap in your 
introduction or methods section. This overview helps readers understand what supplementary materials are available 
and how they relate to your main arguments:

This study examines three key variables (Figure 1) using a mixed-methods approach. Quantitative results are 
presented in Tables 2-4, while qualitative findings appear in Table 5. Appendix A contains the complete survey 
instrument, and Appendices B-D provide detailed statistical analyses for each research question.

Ensuring Accessibility and Clarity for Readers

While appendices, tables, and figures enhance your document, they can also present accessibility challenges. Consider 
these strategies to ensure all readers can engage with your supplementary materials:

Provide Context
When referring to tables, figures, 
or appendices, don't simply direct 
readers to them4explain what 
they'll find and why it matters. For 
example: "Table 3 presents 
demographic data showing that 
participants represented diverse 
age groups and educational 
backgrounds."

Maintain Independence
Design each table, figure, and 
appendix to be understood 
without extensive reference to the 
main text. Include clear titles, 
labels, and notes that provide 
necessary context. A reader 
should be able to grasp the basic 
content and significance of each 
element independently.

Consider Digital 
Accessibility
For digital documents, ensure that 
tables and figures meet 
accessibility standards. Provide 
alt text for figures, use simple 
table structures that screen 
readers can navigate, and 
consider colour contrast for 
readers with visual impairments.

In digital environments, hyperlinks can enhance navigation between your main text and supplementary materials. If your 
document will be published or shared electronically, consider adding hyperlinks from callouts to the corresponding 
tables, figures, or appendices. Similarly, you might include "return to text" links in your supplementary materials to help 
readers navigate back to relevant discussions.

Remember that while appendices, tables, and figures provide valuable supplementary information, your main text should 
stand on its own. The core of your argument should be comprehensible without reference to supplementary materials, 
which serve to enhance, elaborate, or support4not replace4your written narrative.



Common APA Style Errors and How to Avoid 
Them
Even experienced academic writers make mistakes in applying APA style. Recognising common errors and 
implementing strategies to avoid them can enhance the professionalism and credibility of your documents.

Citation and Reference Errors

Citation and reference inconsistencies represent the 
most frequent APA style errors. A common mistake is 
mismatched citations and references, where works cited 
in the text do not appear in the reference list or vice 
versa. Every in-text citation must have a corresponding 
reference entry, and every reference entry must be cited 
at least once in the text.

Authors frequently misuse "et al." in citations. In APA 7th 
edition, for works with three or more authors, use the first 
author's surname followed by "et al." in all citations, 
including the first mention. Many writers incorrectly list all 
authors in the first citation or use "et al." inconsistently.

Another common error involves ampersands (&). In 
parenthetical citations, use an ampersand between 
author names: (Smith & Jones, 2020). In narrative 
citations, use "and": "Smith and Jones (2020) found..." 
Writers often use these inconsistently or incorrectly.

Reference formatting errors include incorrect use of 
italics, missing or improperly formatted DOIs, and 
inconsistent formatting across similar reference types. 
Creating a reference checklist specific to your commonly 
used source types can help maintain consistency.

Punctuation and Formatting Misalignments

Punctuation errors can subtly undermine the 
professionalism of your document. Common mistakes 
include placing punctuation outside quotation marks 
when it should be inside (British style) when APA follows 
American punctuation standards, where periods and 
commas are placed inside quotation marks.

Many writers incorrectly format block quotations, which 
are used for quotations of 40 words or more. Block 
quotes should be indented 0.5 inches from the left 
margin, double-spaced, with no quotation marks. The 
parenthetical citation appears after the final punctuation, 
unlike regular quotations where it appears before the 
final punctuation.

Heading format errors are also common. APA's five-level 
heading system requires specific formatting for each 
level, and these levels cannot be skipped. Many writers 
mix heading levels or create their own heading formats, 
disrupting the document's visual hierarchy.

Table and figure formatting often deviates from APA 
guidelines. Common errors include using vertical lines in 
tables (which APA advises against), placing titles below 
rather than above figures, and inconsistent note 
formatting across tables and figures.

Mixed American and British Spelling Issues

APA style is based on American English conventions, but many writers, particularly those educated in Commonwealth 
countries, incorporate British spelling and punctuation. This mixing creates inconsistencies that can distract readers and 
suggest carelessness.

Common British/American spelling variations include:

British Spelling American Spelling (APA Standard)

analyse, organise analyze, organize

behaviour, colour behavior, color

centre, theatre center, theater

defence, offence defense, offense

programme program

While APA technically follows American conventions, the most important principle is consistency. If you are writing for a 
British institution or publication that prefers British spelling, you may use British conventions consistently throughout. 
However, mixing the two systems (e.g., using "analyze" in one paragraph and "analyse" in another) indicates 
carelessness and should be avoided.

Similarly, date formats differ between American (Month Day, Year) and British (Day Month Year) conventions. APA 
follows the American format in text: "June 15, 2020." In reference entries, use the format: (2020, June 15).

Strategies for Error Prevention

Avoiding common APA errors requires both knowledge and systematic checking. Implement these strategies to enhance 
your document's adherence to APA style:

Create personalized 
checklists
Develop custom checklists 
for the types of citations 
and formatting elements 
you commonly use. This 
targeted approach is more 
effective than trying to 
memorize all APA 
guidelines.

Conduct focused 
reviews
Instead of checking 
everything at once, 
conduct separate reviews 
for different aspects of APA 
style: one for in-text 
citations, another for 
references, another for 
headings and formatting, 
etc.

Utilize reference 
management 
software
Tools like Zotero, 
Mendeley, or EndNote can 
generate APA-formatted 
citations and references. 
While not infallible, they 
reduce manual formatting 
errors. Always verify their 
output against APA 
guidelines.

Seek peer feedback
Ask colleagues familiar 
with APA style to review 
your document specifically 
for style adherence. Fresh 
eyes often catch 
inconsistencies you've 
overlooked.

When in doubt about a specific APA guideline, consult the official APA Publication Manual (7th edition) rather than 
relying on secondary sources or past experience. The manual includes comprehensive examples and explanations for 
virtually every citation scenario. For digital assistance, the APA Style website (apastyle.apa.org) offers authoritative 
guidance, including a blog addressing common questions and newly emerging citation challenges.



Tools and Resources for APA Editing and 
Referencing
Navigating APA style requirements can be challenging, but numerous tools and resources can simplify the process. 
Leveraging these resources helps ensure consistency and accuracy in your academic writing.

Official APA Resources

The authoritative source for all APA style questions is the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association 
(7th edition). This comprehensive guide covers all aspects of APA formatting, from document structure to citation 
formats for virtually every source type. The manual includes detailed examples, sample papers, and explanations of the 
reasoning behind specific guidelines. It's available in print and electronic formats, and serious academic writers across 
social sciences disciplines consider it an essential reference.

The APA also maintains an official website (apastyle.apa.org) with valuable supplementary resources. The site features a 
comprehensive blog addressing common questions, style changes, and emerging citation challenges like social media 
sources or datasets. The site also offers instructional aids, including sample papers, templates, and quick reference 
guides that distill key formatting requirements. For specific questions not clearly addressed in the manual, the website's 
"Style and Grammar Guidelines" section provides authoritative answers.

For institutions, the APA offers training webinars and workshops on implementing the 7th edition guidelines. These 
resources are particularly valuable for writing centres, libraries, and academic departments that provide writing support 
to students and faculty.

Citation Generators and Reference Management Software

Various digital tools can automate much of the mechanical work involved in formatting citations and references. While 
these tools reduce the likelihood of formatting inconsistencies, they should be used with caution and verified against 
official guidelines.

Reference Management 
Software
Programs like Zotero, 
Mendeley, EndNote, and 
RefWorks allow you to build 
personal databases of sources, 
generate in-text citations, and 
automatically create reference 
lists in APA format. These tools 
integrate with word 
processors, enabling you to 
insert citations as you write 
and automatically update your 
reference list. They also store 
PDFs and other source 
materials, simplifying research 
organisation.

Online Citation 
Generators
Websites like Scribbr, Citation 
Machine, and BibMe provide 
simple interfaces for 
generating individual citations 
without installing software. 
These tools guide you through 
the process of entering 
bibliographic information and 
produce formatted citations. 
While convenient for 
occasional use, they lack the 
integration capabilities of full 
reference management 
systems.

APA Template Papers
The APA website offers Word 
templates with proper 
formatting for student and 
professional papers. These 
templates include preset 
margins, fonts, and heading 
styles, eliminating many 
common formatting errors. 
Using these templates as 
starting points ensures 
baseline compliance with APA 
formatting requirements.

Despite their utility, automated tools have limitations. They may not correctly format complex sources or uncommon 
reference types, and they might not incorporate the latest APA guidelines. Always review computer-generated citations 
against official APA examples, particularly for unusual source types.

University Writing Centres and Online Workshops

Institutional resources offer personalised guidance on applying APA style to your specific writing context. University 
writing centres typically provide one-on-one consultations with trained tutors who can review your document for APA 
compliance and explain the reasoning behind specific guidelines. These sessions go beyond mechanical formatting to 
address how APA conventions support clarity and credibility in academic writing.

Many universities offer APA workshops for students and faculty, covering both basic formatting and advanced citation 
scenarios. These workshops typically include hands-on practice with formatting references and in-text citations for 
various source types. Look for discipline-specific workshops that address citation challenges particular to your field.

Online learning platforms like Coursera, edX, and LinkedIn Learning offer courses on academic writing that include APA 
style modules. These courses range from brief tutorials on specific aspects of APA formatting to comprehensive 
academic writing programs. They often include interactive exercises, quizzes, and downloadable resources that 
reinforce learning.

Discipline-specific organisations frequently provide resources tailored to their members' citation needs. For example, 
the American Sociological Association offers guidance on citing specialised sociological sources in APA format, while 
nursing associations provide examples of medical documentation citations. These targeted resources address citation 
scenarios not fully covered in the general APA manual.

Building Your APA Toolkit

Rather than relying on a single resource, develop a 
personalised toolkit that addresses your specific writing 
needs. At minimum, this toolkit should include:

Access to the official APA Publication Manual (7th 
edition)

1.

Bookmarked links to the APA Style website's key 
sections

2.

A reference manager that supports your writing 
workflow

3.

A personalised checklist of formatting elements to 
verify before submission

4.

A trusted human reviewer familiar with APA style in 
your discipline

5.

Mastering APA style is an ongoing process that develops 
with experience. Each writing project presents new 
citation challenges, expanding your knowledge of the 
system. By systematically using reliable resources and 
verifying automated outputs, you'll gradually internalise 
APA conventions and produce more professionally 
formatted documents with less effort.


