common errors in creative writing

Common Errors in Creative Writing and How to Avoid Them

Embarking on a creative writing journey is an exciting endeavor, filled with the promise of bringing new
worlds and characters to life. However, even the most passionate writers can stumble over common
pitfalls that detract from their work's impact. This article delves into the frequent mistakes creatives
make, from plot inconsistencies to character development shortcomings, offering practical advice on
how to steer clear of them. Understanding these prevalent errors is crucial for anyone looking to polish
their prose and captivate their audience. We will explore issues related to pacing, dialogue,
description, and the overall narrative arc, providing actionable strategies to elevate your storytelling.
Mastering these elements will not only improve your current pieces but also hone your skills for future

creative writing projects.
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Plotting and Pacing Pitfalls in Creative Writing

One of the most common areas where creative writing falters is in the construction and maintenance of
the plot. A compelling narrative requires a carefully orchestrated sequence of events, and when this
structure weakens, the reader's engagement inevitably wanes. Understanding and avoiding these

common errors in creative writing is paramount for any aspiring author.



The Sagging Middle

Many narratives suffer from a "sagging middle," a period where the story loses momentum after an
exciting beginning. This often occurs when writers introduce conflict early but fail to escalate it or
introduce new complications. Without sustained tension or character growth, the middle section can
feel stagnant, leading readers to lose interest. To combat this common error in creative writing, ensure
that each chapter or section builds upon the last, introducing new obstacles, deepening character

conflicts, or revealing crucial information that propels the story forward.

Rushed Endings

Conversely, some creative writing pieces conclude too abruptly, leaving plot threads dangling and
resolutions feeling unearned. A rushed ending fails to provide adequate payoff for the reader's
investment in the characters and their journey. This common error in creative writing often stems from
a lack of planning or an author rushing to reach the conclusion. Ensure your ending is a natural
culmination of the story's conflicts and character arcs, allowing for proper resolution and emotional

impact.

Inconsistent Plot Threads

A well-crafted story maintains internal consistency. Inconsistent plot threads, where events or character
actions contradict established logic or previous events, can shatter a reader's immersion. This is a
significant among common errors in creative writing. Meticulous outlining and revision are key to
preventing this. Keep track of your established rules, character motivations, and causal relationships to

ensure your narrative remains believable and cohesive.

Unresolved Subplots

Subplots, when well-executed, can add depth and richness to a narrative. However, introducing

subplots without properly resolving them is a common error in creative writing that can leave readers



feeling unsatisfied. Every subplot, even minor ones, should ideally have a beginning, a middle, and an
end that either contributes to the main plot or offers a complete character arc. If a subplot doesn't

serve a purpose, it may be best to cut it.

Character Development Blunders in Creative Writing

Characters are the heart of any story. When they fail to resonate, the entire narrative suffers.
Recognizing and rectifying common errors in creative writing related to character development is

essential for creating memorable and engaging individuals.

Flat and One-Dimensional Characters

Characters who lack complexity or depth are often described as "flat." They may possess only one or
two defining traits and fail to evolve throughout the story. This is a pervasive issue among common
errors in creative writing. To avoid this, give your characters a range of motivations, desires, fears, and
flaws. Explore their pasts and how those experiences have shaped them. Even minor characters can

benefit from a touch of individuality.

Inconsistent Character Behavior

When characters act in ways that contradict their established personalities or motivations without a
clear reason, it can alienate readers. This inconsistency undermines the credibility of the character
and, by extension, the story. Careful attention to character arcs and logical decision-making is crucial
to avoid this among common errors in creative writing. Ensure that any changes in behavior are

motivated by plot developments or internal character growth.



Lack of Character Motivation

Every action a character takes should stem from a discernible motivation. Without clear reasons for
their choices, characters can seem arbitrary and unconvincing. This absence of "why" is a significant
hurdle among common errors in creative writing. Delve into your characters' inner lives to understand
their desires, goals, and the driving forces behind their actions. This will make their choices feel

earned and impactful.

Over-reliance on Tropes

While tropes can provide a familiar framework, relying too heavily on them can result in predictable
and unoriginal characters. This is a subtle but damaging aspect of common errors in creative writing.
Instead of simply plugging characters into established archetypes, aim to subvert expectations or add
unique twists. Give your characters quirks, contradictions, and backstories that set them apart from

their generic counterparts.

Dialogue Disasters in Creative Writing

Dialogue is a powerful tool for revealing character, advancing plot, and creating naturalistic interaction.
However, poorly crafted dialogue can quickly become a liability, highlighting common errors in creative

writing.

Unrealistic or Stilted Dialogue

Dialogue should sound natural, reflecting how real people speak, albeit more concisely and
purposefully. Stilted dialogue, often filled with overly formal language or unnatural phrasing, can jar
readers. This is a prevalent among common errors in creative writing. Read your dialogue aloud to
catch awkward phrasing and ensure it fits the character and the scene. Consider the rhythm and

cadence of speech.



Exposition Dumps Through Dialogue

While dialogue can convey information, "exposition dumps" — long speeches that explain plot details or
backstory — are a common error in creative writing. This information often feels forced and can bore
readers. Instead, weave necessary exposition organically into conversations or reveal it through

actions and internal thoughts. Show, don't tell, even in dialogue.

Lack of Subtext in Conversations

Effective dialogue often carries layers of meaning beneath the surface. When characters say exactly
what they mean, and nothing more, conversations can feel flat and unengaging. This absence of
subtext is a frequent offender among common errors in creative writing. Consider what your characters
are not saying, what they are hinting at, or what hidden agendas they might have. Subtext adds depth

and realism.

Dialogue That Doesn't Serve the Plot

Every line of dialogue should ideally serve a purpose, whether it's to reveal character, advance the
plot, build tension, or provide necessary information. Dialogue that is purely conversational filler,
without contributing to the story's momentum, is a common error in creative writing. Be ruthless in
editing dialogue to ensure each exchange moves the narrative forward or enriches the reader's

understanding of the characters.

Descriptive Detours and Vague Imagery in Creative Writing

Description paints the world for the reader, but it can easily become a weakness if not handled
carefully. Recognizing these common errors in creative writing related to description is key to vivid

storytelling.



The Show, Don't Tell Dilemma

Perhaps the most frequently cited piece of advice in creative writing, "show, don't tell," is often
misunderstood or poorly executed. Telling the reader a character is angry is less effective than
describing their clenched fists and furrowed brow. This is a fundamental principle that, when violated,
represents a significant among common errors in creative writing. Focus on sensory details and

actions to convey emotions and information.

Overly Generic Descriptions

Descriptions that rely on clichés or vague adjectives fail to create a strong impression. Instead of "a
beautiful sunset," consider "the sky bled into hues of bruised purple and fiery orange." Generic
descriptions are a hallmark of common errors in creative writing that leave readers unimpressed. Strive

for specificity and originality in your descriptive language, using concrete nouns and active verbs.

Sensory Overload or Underload

A compelling description engages multiple senses, but overwhelming the reader with too much sensory
information can be disorienting. Conversely, a lack of sensory detail can make the world feel flat and
unengaging. This imbalance is a common error in creative writing. Aim for a balance, selecting the

most impactful sensory details that enhance the mood and atmosphere of your scenes.

Clichés in Descriptive Language

Relying on overused phrases and imagery, such as "eyes like sparkling diamonds" or "a heart of gold,"
weakens your prose. Clichés, while sometimes unavoidable, are a significant among common errors in
creative writing that signal a lack of fresh perspective. Challenge yourself to find new ways to describe

common experiences and objects.



Point of View Problems in Creative Writing

Point of view (POV) dictates how the story is experienced by the reader. Maintaining a consistent and
clear POV is crucial to avoid reader confusion and narrative fragmentation, which are common errors

in creative writing.

Head-Hopping

Head-hopping occurs when a narrative shifts between the internal thoughts and perspectives of
multiple characters within a single scene or even paragraph. This can be disorienting for the reader
and break immersion. This abrupt switching is a classic example of common errors in creative writing
that needs careful avoidance. Stick to one character's perspective per scene or chapter, or if you must

switch, ensure a clear transition point.

Inconsistent Voice

The narrator's voice is the personality and tone of the narration. If this voice shifts inconsistently,
without clear justification, it can undermine the story's credibility. This is another of the common errors
in creative writing that can arise from a lack of attention to narrative style. Ensure your narrator's voice

remains consistent throughout the work, reflecting the chosen perspective and tone.

Unclear Narrator

Sometimes, the identity or perspective of the narrator can become muddled, leaving the reader unsure
of whose thoughts or feelings they are privy to. This ambiguity is a significant among common errors in
creative writing that can lead to confusion. Clearly define your narrator, whether it's a first-person

protagonist, an omniscient observer, or a limited third-person perspective, and maintain that clarity.



Common Errors in Creative Writing: Word Choice and Style

The elegance and impact of prose are often determined by precise word choice and varied sentence

structure. Neglecting these elements leads to some of the most common errors in creative writing.

Passive Voice Overuse

While passive voice has its place, overusing it can make writing sound weak, indirect, and wordy.
Sentences structured with the passive voice often obscure the actor performing the action. This is a
frequent among common errors in creative writing that dilutes impact. Aim for active voice whenever

possible to create more dynamic and direct prose.

Redundancy and Wordiness

Wasting words by repeating information or using unnecessarily long phrases dilutes the impact of your
message. This is a common error in creative writing that can bore readers. Be concise and precise;
every word should serve a purpose. Ruthlessly cut unnecessary words and phrases during the editing

process.

Adverbial Overdependence

Overusing adverbs, especially those modifying verbs, can be a sign that the verb itself isn't strong
enough. For instance, "he ran quickly" is less impactful than "he sprinted." This reliance on adverbs is
a pervasive among common errors in creative writing that weakens verb impact. Find stronger verbs

that inherently convey the intended meaning.



Lack of Variety in Sentence Structure

A constant barrage of sentences with the same length and structure can make writing monotonous.
This uniformity is a common error in creative writing that hinders reader engagement. Vary your
sentence length and structure to create a more pleasing rhythm and flow. Mix short, punchy sentences

with longer, more complex ones.

Editing and Revision Mistakes in Creative Writing

The writing process doesn't end with the final draft. Skipping or mishandling the editing and revision

stages is responsible for many common errors in creative writing that prevent a polished final product.

Skipping the Revision Process

Revision is not merely proofreading; it's a deep dive into the narrative structure, character
development, pacing, and thematic consistency. Neglecting this crucial stage is a fundamental among
common errors in creative writing. Set aside time for multiple revision passes, focusing on different

aspects of your manuscript each time.

Failing to Get Feedback

Writers can become too close to their work to spot its flaws. Seeking constructive criticism from trusted
beta readers or critique partners is invaluable. Not soliciting feedback is a significant among common
errors in creative writing that leaves a writer isolated from potential improvements. Be open to

feedback, even if it's difficult to hear, and use it to identify blind spots.



Proofreading Neglect

Even the most brilliant story can be undermined by glaring typos, grammatical errors, and punctuation
mistakes. These small errors, while perhaps not "plot holes," are still common errors in creative writing
that detract from professionalism and reader trust. Meticulous proofreading, ideally after all other

revisions are complete, is essential. Consider reading your work backward to catch errors more easily.

Conclusion: Mastering Your Creative Writing Craft

Navigating the landscape of creative writing involves a continuous process of learning and refinement.
By understanding and actively working to avoid these common errors in creative writing—from plot
holes and character inconsistencies to awkward dialogue and weak descriptions—writers can
significantly elevate the quality of their work. Consistent practice, a willingness to revise, and the
pursuit of constructive feedback are your greatest allies in transforming raw ideas into compelling
narratives. Addressing these prevalent issues empowers you to craft stories that resonate deeply with
your readers and showcase your unique voice. Mastering these common errors in creative writing is

not about achieving perfection, but about striving for clarity, impact, and engaging storytelling.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the most common pitfall writers face when trying to establish
a unique voice?

A frequent stumbling block is an over-reliance on clichés or imitation of established authors, which
hinders the development of a distinct authorial voice. Instead, experiment with sentence structure,

vocabulary, and perspective to cultivate originality.



How can | avoid telling instead of showing in my creative writing?

Telling involves stating facts or emotions directly (e.g., 'She was sad'). Showing uses sensory details,
actions, and dialogue to convey those same things indirectly (e.g., 'Her shoulders slumped, and a

single tear traced a path down her cheek'). Focus on concrete descriptions and character behavior.

What are common plot holes and how can | prevent them?

Plot holes are inconsistencies or gaps in the narrative logic. To prevent them, map out your plot
beforehand, consider cause and effect rigorously, and ask 'why?' at every turn. During revisions, read

with a critical eye for character motivations and event sequencing.

How do | effectively develop compelling characters without resorting
to stereotypes?

Avoid one-dimensional characters by giving them internal conflicts, unique backstories, and believable
motivations. Explore their flaws, contradictions, and personal growth. Make their actions driven by their

individuality, not just plot necessity.

What is 'info-dumping' and how can | integrate necessary backstory
more seamlessly?

Info-dumping is the act of presenting large amounts of exposition all at once, often jarringly. Integrate
backstory naturally through dialogue, character memories, or by revealing information only as it

becomes relevant to the current plot. Show, don't just tell, the importance of the past.

How can | improve my pacing and avoid sections that feel too slow or
too rushed?

Pacing is about controlling the speed at which your story unfolds. Vary sentence length, paragraph
structure, and the amount of detail you provide. Speed up action sequences with shorter sentences

and quick cuts; slow down emotional moments with more descriptive prose and internal reflection.



What are common errors in dialogue, and how can | make it sound
more natural?

Unnatural dialogue often involves characters speaking in overly formal language, giving speeches, or
revealing information they would already know. Make dialogue realistic by using contractions,
incomplete sentences, hesitations, and distinct speech patterns for each character. Ensure it serves a

purpose, whether advancing plot or revealing character.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to common errors in creative writing:

The Foggy Prose: Navigating Clichés and Overused Tropes

This book delves into the pervasive problem of clichés and overused plot devices that can make
creative writing feel stale and predictable. It offers practical strategies for identifying and avoiding these
pitfalls, encouraging writers to find fresh perspectives and original expressions. Through analysis of
literary examples, readers will learn to imbue their narratives with genuine surprise and authentic

voice.

Show, Don't Tell: The Art of Evocative Description

A cornerstone of effective storytelling, "Show, Don't Tell" focuses on the common error of exposition
dumping rather than sensory immersion. This guide explores techniques for crafting vivid scenes and
compelling character actions that allow readers to infer emotions and motivations. It provides exercises
to help writers translate abstract ideas into concrete, experience-driven prose that pulls the reader into

the story's world.



The Dialogue Dilemma: Crafting Realistic and Purposeful Conversations

This title addresses the frequent issue of unnatural or meandering dialogue that fails to advance the
plot or reveal character. The book offers insights into creating conversations that sound authentic,
serve a narrative purpose, and differentiate individual character voices. Readers will learn to make

every line of dialogue count, avoiding chit-chat and focusing on subtext and impact.

Pacing Problems: Mastering the Rhythm of Your Narrative

"Pacing Problems" tackles the challenge of maintaining reader engagement through the ebb and flow
of story. It examines common missteps like rushed climaxes or sluggish middles that can disengage
an audience. The book provides tools for analyzing narrative speed, manipulating tension, and

ensuring that every scene contributes effectively to the overall momentum.

Character Conundrums: Avoiding Flatness and Inconsistency

This book zeroes in on the pitfalls of creating one-dimensional or contradictory characters. It explores
the essential elements of compelling character development, including believable motivations, internal
conflict, and consistent growth. Readers will learn how to craft multifaceted individuals who feel real

and resonate with their audience long after the story ends.

The Exposition Exasperation: Seamlessly Integrating Background

Information

"The Exposition Exasperation" addresses the frequent error of overwhelming readers with backstory

and world-building information. This guide offers techniques for weaving exposition naturally into the



narrative, revealing details only when and where they are relevant. It emphasizes the importance of

showing, not telling, even when it comes to foundational elements of the story.

Point of View Pitfalls: Maintaining Consistency and Focus

This title highlights the common mistakes made with narrative perspective, such as jarring shifts in
point of view or an unreliable narrator without clear intent. The book explores the nuances of different
narrative perspectives and the importance of maintaining a consistent, controlled voice. Readers will
gain an understanding of how to choose and execute a point of view that best serves their story's

impact.

The Wordiness War: Pruning for Clarity and Impact

"The Wordiness War" tackles the pervasive issue of unnecessary words and phrases that dilute a
writer's message. It provides practical advice on identifying and eliminating redundancy, jargon, and
overwrought language. The goal is to sharpen prose, enhance clarity, and ensure that every word

works to its fullest potential for maximum reader impact.

Theme Thinness: Discovering and Developing Your Story's Core

Meaning

This book addresses the common error of writing stories that lack a discernible or impactful theme. It
guides writers through the process of identifying and organically developing the underlying meaning or
message of their work. Through analysis and exercises, readers will learn how to imbue their

narratives with depth and resonance, leaving a lasting impression on their audience.
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