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Economy of Words 

 

he new writer will hear it more often than they’d like: professional writing 

is tight writing. While the statement is perfectly true, the ensuing frustration 

is also to be understood. What is this “tight” writing, and how do I get it? 

Some will balk at the concept of judicious cutting, trimming, and paring down of 

their manuscripts. Each slice may feel a bit of the insult, stealing the magic or the art 

inherent in their well-wrought prose.  

Well, tight does not mean devoid of life and art. Rest assured. Cutting will not 

weaken the well written manuscript. It will not suck the life from your prose. What 

it will do is allow you to say more in the same amount of space.  

Imagine it this way: you have seventy thousand words to get a story across with. 

These are your tools, your pallet so to speak, and the picture you paint will depend 

on how well you use them, how you can stretch that limited pallet to its fullest 

extent. And so by using each word, each phrase and each sentence to its maximum 

effect, with the greatest economy, you are actually able to tell more in less space.  

You are adding to what you can say, but trimming how you say it.  

The economical writer, who uses his seventy thousand tools to the max, will have 

breadth and scope that another author will be unable to squeeze into so small a 

space.  

And as to your artful description and waxing poetic, these too can benefit from 

tightening the entire manuscript. If used willy-nilly, flowery writing becomes static, 

white noise that the reader will not notice and may become frustrated with. But, if 

the entire manuscript is tight as a drum, then and only then can the author use a 

flowery passage, a poetic description, or a clever twist of phrase as a dash of spice. 

It will stand out far more. It will have a stronger effect than if it swims in a sea of 

similar excess.  

Chapter 
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I promise you, tight is might. It is artful, it is beautiful, and it is the mark of a 

professional. 

 

Adjective Stacking 

One of the things that usually stands out right away in new writers’ work is over 

using adjectives.  

I suspect this comes from an overreaction to “show don’t tell,” but I could very well 

be wrong. The author wants to paint a picture for the reader, absolutely, but like 

most things, using too many descriptive words lessens the impact of all of them. A 

few well chosen and intentionally selected adjectives will give the descriptions the 

author chooses to showcase a lot more power.  

Examples: 

 

The blue sky stretched above the luscious, green hills. White, puffy clouds marked 

dark shadows in the brilliant grass.  

The blue sky stretched above the hills. Clouds marked dark shadows in the grass.  

Sentence one is overplayed. Every noun in the sentence has a modifying adjective. 

Clouds has two. Nothing stands out as important because everything is treated 

equally. In the second passage, I have made choices. Arbitrary ones, yes. 

Depending on what the author wanted to stress, they could have kept different 

adjectives. I chose to keep blue for sky and dark for shadows to make the contrast 

between the light and dark. I had a story in mind that might follow that theme, but 

any decision would have been correct so long as it tightened, and selected with 

INTENT. What do I want to stress? What items in the scene are important? Spend 

your adjectives on those nouns and let the rest just be clouds and hills and grass.  

Big, ruddy red spots dotted her plum, round cheeks. Her sparkling, sea blue eyes 

shone back from a soft, beautiful face.  

Ruddy spots dotted her cheeks. Her blue eyes shone back from the face I loved.  

Stacking adjectives sounds immature. This is not how adults speak, so it shouldn’t 

be how they write. You lose reader credibility when you stack. When a child says 

something is very, very, very, very, important, we have a natural instinct to dismiss 

most of those very’s. I kept ruddy because it’s unique, blue eyes for simplicity and 

on the facial description I killed all the adjectives and went with a verb—loved--

which tells me more than enough and also lends the description an active slant 

instead of chaining it to passive writing.  
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Adverb Hunt 

Mark Twain reportedly said, “If you see an adverb, kill it.” Now, I’m not certain if 

that’s a myth or fact, so don’t quote me, but the advice is solid just the same. 

Adverbs weaken prose—almost always.  

Adverbs are a little bit like that “very, very.” They smack of trying to convince the 

reader of something. Professional writers lead the reader to a conclusion without 

being obvious. Adverbs are a lot like stating the obvious.  

Adverbs also allow an author to be lazy. I can tell you that she walked slowly, or I 

can struggle a minute for the right verb, and say she sauntered, or stalked or what 

have you. Adverbs let us get away with using the same old verbs over and 

over…and so whenever possible, we should try to kill them like the dogs they are.  

Examples: 

 

She walked slowly around the edge of the room, gently touching the wall with one 

hand and talking softly to herself.  

She drifted around the edge of the room, brushing the wall with one hand and 

whispering.  

Now in sentence one you can see what’s happening, yes, but the author has taken 

the easy way out. It’s not a bad sentence, all in all. It’s not technically “wrong.” 

But, the second one is stronger. The image of the woman is clearer and her actions 

more haunting. Tight almost always equals more impact on the reader.  

I laughed loudly and abruptly set down the book.  

I barked a laugh and slammed down the book.  

Stronger verbs, more active prose, and a clearer picture. Adverbs are generic. 

Make your prose specific and unique by doing the work and writing tight.  
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Extra Directives 

Prepositional phrases at the end of a sentence can almost always be cut. They are 

the superfluous directives that we sneak in out of insecurity to make sure the reader 

gets what just happened.  

This one is best illustrated by example. Read the sentences and see if you can get 

the feel for how unnecessary it is to remind the reader where everyone and 

everything physically is.  

Examples: 

 

I stepped back and leaned against the wall behind me. 

I stepped back and leaned against the wall. 

 

She snorted and tossed her hair back over her shoulder. 

She snorted and tossed her hair back. 

She snorted and tossed her hair. 

 

I stamped my foot and stormed out through the door. 

I stamped my foot and stormed out. 

 

I spun on one heel and exited the room. 

I spun on one heel and exited. 

 

This is an insidious habit almost all writers have, and it is the most classically 

related to tight writing. It is going to happen in your manuscript. Learn to look for it 

on edits. Train yourself to scan each sentence for unnecessary directives and trim 

them.  
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In almost every case, the sentence will read stronger. Read them out loud and hear 

the tight twang of good, solid prose.  

Repetition 

 

 

It’s hard to resist the urge to say something twice. In particular, authors like to 

repeat themselves if they can say something more ways than one, and especially if 

they think that thing is really important or that their word usage is terribly clever. 

Resist this temptation, and you will be well on the way to tighter writing.  

Readers know when an author is repeating, even when the author doesn’t. They also 

don’t like feeling like they are being talked down to. An author must give the reader 

credit for “getting it” the first time around. If you state your case clearly and 

concisely, then trust that your audience is smart enough to figure out what just 

happened.  

Making sure by repeating, will not fool the reader, and it just might offend them. 

And offended reader, one who feels the author is insulting their intelligence, is the 

last thing you want. 

Examples: 

 

It was dark in the room. The lights were off, and I couldn’t see my own feet.  

I couldn’t see my own feet.  

See how many times can you say, it was dark? At least three, apparently. I picked 

the active one and killed the other two. That gives me eleven words I can use to do 

something more exciting.  

See if you can catch the repetitions in these sentences. They aren’t always nearly as 

easy to see… 

 

Gerald grunted and heaved, lifting the crate. It weighed a ton. He groaned and 

heaved it onto the table. 

 

The night sky sparkled with bright stars. No clouds drifted tonight, and each jewel 

shone clearly enough to count. 
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I paced the corridor, back and forth. Each time I looked at the clock, my stomach 

fluttered. I was nervous. My pulse jumped and I spun and turned for another pass.  

Anything you’d trim above? Think about economy and what is absolutely necessary 

and give it a try. 

The Shortest Route 

 

Tight writing should never rob you of your voice. It isn’t about losing your best 

words. It’s about using ONLY your best words.  

At first, cutting can feel like a loss, but as the writer grows it becomes a tool like 

any other. Make space in your book for your best words. Cut out the things that 

aren’t necessary, that repeat, that explain too much, and you’re left with the exact 

words you need. 

These words, the ones you choose with intent, the ones you select specifically for 

their desired effect and function will sing so much louder if they aren’t lost in the 

white nose of overly wordy writing. The right words, the tight ones, will amp up the 

impact of your prose.  

Train yourself to see excess. Get hungry for that trimming, and you will find your 

story singing louder and stronger than before. 

Best of luck and happy tightening! 

 

Frances Pauli 

 

 

 

 


