SWOT Analysis on Harvard Referencing
Harvard referencing is a key part of university writing because it shows where information comes from and helps avoid plagiarism (Rgu.ac.uk, 2024). It credits others’ ideas and research, reducing the risk of presenting someone else’s work as your own (Oxford College of Marketing Blog, 2018). For students like Nicola, it can be challenging due to different rules for various sources, and because in-text citations count toward the word limit, which can increase word count compared to numeric styles (Westminster.ac.uk, 2022). Attending lectures, collaborating with classmates, and using study skills resources builds understanding and confidence. A SWOT analysis highlights strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats, helping students improve their referencing skills.

Strengths
Nicola attended all the lectures on Harvard referencing, which helped her learn the different methods needed to use the system correctly. Being in these sessions allowed her to understand referencing step by step and build a strong foundation. Working with classmates gave her a chance to discuss mistakes, ask questions, and see different approaches to referencing, which helped her understand it better. Team (2025) explains that attending in-person sessions provides important details about grading, improves focus, and offers ideas not always found in course materials. These sessions also allow students to participate in discussions and connect with others.
Attending lessons in person also gave Nicola access to materials that were not available online. She could ask lecturers questions and receive guidance directly from specialists who are actively involved in research (Minds Underground, n.d.). This helped her understand tricky parts of referencing, such as citing multiple authors, organisations, or unusual sources, and made her more confident in applying the rules correctly.
Nicola found that attending lectures was much more effective than studying online. Prospects.ac.uk (2025) highlights that lectures are an important part of learning because they provide guidance that is difficult to gain from independent study. Overall, attending all the Harvard referencing lectures helped Nicola feel more confident in using different referencing styles. It also reassured her that she was not the only one struggling, as many classmates were learning alongside her. In addition to improving her referencing skills, attending lectures helped Nicola form friendships and connections within the classroom, making her university experience more enjoyable and supportive.
By attending lectures, working with others, and using guidance from lecturers, Nicola was able to improve her understanding of Harvard referencing, gain confidence in her academic work, and feel more supported throughout her learning.

Weaknesses
Nicola found learning the different Harvard referencing styles overwhelming, as each type of source required a different method of citation. For example, referencing a book is different from referencing a journal article, and other sources such as websites or reports each have their own rules. This variety added to the challenge and sometimes made the process confusing. She also struggled with grammar, spelling, and punctuation, which caused her to miss certain details and led to mistakes in her citations. Subramanian et al. (2025) note that although articles on citation practices explain the importance of citing correctly for academic credibility, they often focus on citation types, styles, and common mistakes without addressing language-related errors that frequently occur in Harvard referencing.
One of Nicola’s specific challenges was using citations like et al. correctly. She did not understand why this term could not be used in both in-text citations and the reference list, which caused errors. El-Jouzi (n.d.) explains that et al., meaning “and others,” should appear only in in-text citations to indicate multiple authors, while every author must be listed individually in the reference list. This misunderstanding was a recurring issue for Nicola and contributed to her feeling uncertain about referencing correctly.
Nicola also found that using citation styles inconsistently caused problems in her writing. Switching between styles or applying rules incorrectly affected how she structured her citations and references, making her work harder for readers to follow. Nicolas (2023) suggests that incorrect or inconsistent referencing can significantly impact grades and reduce the reliability of scholarly work. It can create confusion, making it difficult for readers to trace sources and understand arguments.
Her difficulties sometimes led to omitting parts of her work, which further reduced clarity and prevented her from fully demonstrating her understanding. Missing or incorrect citations can lower the quality of academic writing and weaken the persuasiveness of arguments (Nicolas, 2023). Overall, Nicola had several weaknesses in Harvard referencing, from misunderstanding specific citation rules to inconsistencies in style. These challenges affected her academic performance and highlighted the need for additional support, practice, and guidance to build confidence and competence in referencing.

Opportunities
Nicola had the opportunity to access the university’s study skills resources, which played a key role in helping her find up-to-date and accurate information for her academic work. Digital Services at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (2025) note that “when it comes to referencing, there is plenty of conflicting or out-of-date advice and software available. We have created the Referencing Handbooks in collaboration with the Academic Office and academic staff across the University to give you consistent guidance and support.” These resources provided Nicola with clear instructions and examples, reducing confusion and allowing her to apply Harvard referencing correctly.
She found it particularly valuable to receive guidance through the study skills resources, as this helped her understand how the university expected referencing to be applied, rather than relying on her own potentially incorrect methods. Uwtsd.ac.uk (2025) suggests that being aware of university standards and understanding how to meet them is essential. This includes engaging with readings and research, developing strong information-handling skills, thinking critically and analytically, and producing work that meets academic writing conventions. By following this guidance, Nicola was able to align her referencing practice with course expectations and improve the quality of her academic work.
The study skills resources offered a wide range of information on Harvard referencing, and Nicola found the free handbooks particularly helpful. HANDBOOK HARVARD UWTSD: Library and Learning Resources (n.d.) explains that “the purpose of this handbook is to provide you with the basic principles of referencing and to get you started with understanding the how and why of referencing. This handbook provides examples of how to produce in-text citations and references from a selection of widely used sources you may encounter over the course of your studies.”
Using these resources gave Nicola multiple opportunities to develop her understanding of Harvard referencing. She could explore examples, clarify doubts, and practise applying the rules correctly. Over time, this consistent engagement helped her become more confident in her referencing skills and better equipped to handle the detailed requirements of academic writing, improving both the accuracy and credibility of her work.

Threats
Nicola found Harvard referencing to be very time-consuming because it requires a high level of detail and concentration to ensure accuracy. Dwyer (1995) explains that Harvard referencing can be demanding because it involves carefully handling different types of sources, following UK guidelines, and managing complex cases such as multiple authors, organisational authors, or unpublished materials. Each of these elements adds layers of complexity, making the process slower and requiring extra focus.
She also found that maintaining order throughout the referencing process was challenging. Everything—from in-text citations to the reference list—needed to be perfectly aligned. Duignan (2016) notes that a major reason Harvard referencing can be slow is the need to ensure that every in-text citation matches the reference list exactly, which involves careful checking and precise formatting. Even small mistakes, such as incorrect punctuation or missing details, can require additional time to correct.
Nicola also struggled with the large number of guidelines that must be followed when using Harvard referencing. Gardner et al. (2024) suggest that learners often face challenges applying citation rules correctly, especially in relation to their specific subject areas. This can result in spending extra time understanding and implementing the rules properly. For Nicola, this added pressure made it harder to keep up with the lecture timeline, increasing her stress levels and making the task feel even more overwhelming.
The combination of detailed requirements, strict formatting rules, and multiple source types means that Harvard referencing is a task that demands patience, focus, and careful attention. While mastering it can improve the accuracy and credibility of academic work, the process is often slow and mentally taxing. For students like Nicola, the time and effort required highlight the need for structured guidance, practice, and support resources to manage the workload effectively. Overall, these challenges illustrate that, while Harvard referencing is essential for academic integrity, it can also be a significant source of stress and time pressure for students.

Conclusion
In conclusion, learning Harvard referencing can be difficult but highly valuable. On the positive side, referencing is not just about avoiding plagiarism. When done properly, it shows that Nicola has read widely on the topic and supports her ideas with the opinions of expert authors (Anon, n.d.). Her experience demonstrates that attending lectures, collaborating with classmates, and using study skills resources can improve both understanding and confidence. Although the rules and attention to detail can be time-consuming and sometimes confusing, focusing on her strengths, addressing her weaknesses, and using available resources can help Nicola overcome these challenges. Overall, mastering Harvard referencing not only ensures accurate citations but also develops important research and writing skills, which are essential for success at university.
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