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Why Citations Matter 
 

What is a citation?   
A citation is formal way to acknowledge when you have referenced someone else’s work. 
You cite other sources to provide background information, explain what others have said 
on a topic, and/or to support and strengthen your argument. There are various citation styles 
in academia; however, the most widely used are the Modern Language Association (MLA), 
Chicago, and American Psychological Association (APA) styles. Each citation style has its 
own formatting style. You can find guides to these citation styles on the Writing Center 
website. 
 
Often, writers are confused about why citations matter and what to cite; this handout 
answers these questions.  

 

Why do citations matter?  
Citations are very important in academic writing because:  

a) They help to establish the credibility of the writer’s work. When readers see 
citations, they trust the quality of the writer’s work. They know that the writer has 
consulted other sources and is familiar with the topic. Additionally, it shows that the 
writer’s argument is grounded in credible evidence rather than personal feelings or 
opinions alone.  
 

b) They help to contribute to ongoing academic conversations about a specific topic 
or theory. When a writer cites an article or textbook, it helps show that their research 
connects to previous literature on the same topic or theory. Citations help readers find 
other work on the same topic and see how the current work fits into the conversation. 
 

c) Citations help to maintain academic integrity. Part of academic integrity means 
giving credit to others for their words and ideas. Using other people’s arguments 
without acknowledging them is an act of plagiarism, even if it is accidental Properly 
citing your sources helps you avoid plagiarism. Plagiarism violates the OU's academic 
integrity code.  

https://www.ou.edu/content/dam/integrity/docs/Academic_Misconduct_Code.pdf
https://www.ou.edu/content/dam/integrity/docs/Academic_Misconduct_Code.pdf
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What to Cite 
In academic writing in the United States, it is important that you cite all borrowed 
information, words, and ideas, no matter where they come from.  Texts you might draw 
information from include sources like textbooks, academic books, and journal articles, as 
well as popular sources like news sources, films, and social media. You will need to cite 
information that you quote directly and information that you paraphrase into your own 
words. Check out our guide to quoting and paraphrasing for more information on when and 
how to do both with relevant examples.  

This document was created Olamide Ogundare, graduate consultant, at the University of 
Oklahoma’s Writing Center. Created 2026 under Creative Commons license BY-NC-ND 4.0.  

CC BY-NC-ND 4.0: This license enables reusers to copy and distribute the material in any medium or format in 
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 BY: credit must be given to the creator. 

 NC: Only noncommercial uses of the work are permitted. 

 ND: No derivatives or adaptations of the work are permitted. 


	What is a citation?
	Why do citations matter?
	What to Cite

