
KATHY’S TIPS FOR BETTER MANUSCRIPTS 
~ Tighter Writing ~ 

 

To tighten your manuscript, go through your manuscript and analyze every word to see if any 

can be eliminated without changing the meaning. Cut out everything that doesn’t absolutely need 

to be there. The tighter the writing, the more smoothly it will flow and the more quickly readers 

will turn pages and keep reading. Here are some specific things to look for. 

 

Change multi-word phrases to single words. For example: 

at this point in time (now) 

due to the fact that (because) 

have an expectation (expect) 

in the near future (soon) 

it is clear that (clearly) 

make an arrangement (arrange) 

with regard to (about) 

made the decision (decided) 

in spite of the fact that (although) 

has a tendency (tends) 

poured down rain outside (rained) 

in the event that (if) 

 

Change multi-word verb phrases to single descriptive verbs. 

Avoid overuse of adverbs, especially –ly words (like especially). Search your manuscript for 

words ending in “-ly.” You’ll probably find a lot of them, most of which can be deleted. A good, 

strong verb is always preferred over a weak verb with an adjective. And if the verb is powerful, it 

doesn’t need a modifier. 

Replace verb phrases with single action verbs wherever possible. For example, what single 

verb could you use to replace “walked slowly”? (stalked, straggled, ambled, strolled, wandered, 

lumbered, padded, plodded, trudged) How about “walked quickly”? (barreled, bustled, darted, 

hurried, jogged, raced, ran, scurried, sprinted) Each word carries a slightly different connotation, 

so pick the one that works best in the sentence. 

 

Cut out the boring stuff. 

For nonfiction, look for personal anecdotes in your nonfiction that may be interesting to you 

and your family members but wouldn’t necessarily hold the interest of someone who doesn’t 

know you. Especially avoid personal anecdotes that are nothing more than your own diatribes 

against people or situations that have made you angry or upset. If a story doesn’t apply to the 

majority of members in your target audience, take it out.  

For fiction, cut out anything that detracts from the action of the scene. Take out any 

backstory/flashbacks (especially in the first fifty pages) that isn’t essential to the scene it’s in. If 

it can wait till later, move it. When background is necessary, put it only what has to be there at 

that juncture in the story. 

 

Cut out weak words.  

If a word can be eliminated without altering the meaning of the sentence, delete it. Examples 

of weak words: a considerable amount, a bit, a little, a total of, actually, almost, already, 

appears, approximately, basically, close to, definitely, even, eventually, exactly, extremely, fairly, 

finally, here, highly, honestly, just, kind of, mostly, nearly, practically, pretty, quite, rather, 

really, seemed, seems, simply, slightly, so, somehow, somewhat, sort of, suddenly, then, there, to 

a certain extent, truly, utterly, very, well. 
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Cut out redundant modifiers.  

Eliminate adverbs and adjectives that don’t add anything new. For example: 

whispered softly 

shouted loudly 

terrible tragedy 

reconsider again 

future prospects 

past history 

completely finished 

true facts 

unexpected surprise 

 

Don’t patronize or state the obvious. 

Don’t tell your readers what they already know, don’t need to know, or can infer on their 

own. This includes things that are obvious to the general public (or would be common 

knowledge to people in your target audience). Watch for sentences that start with phrases like, 

“As we all know…” If we all know, you don’t need to point it out.  

For fiction, don’t have your characters state the obvious. If your character is out in the snow 

without a coat, she doesn’t need to say, “I’m cold.” 

 

Cut out repetition. 

Avoid stating a concept multiple times with alternative wordings. If you’ve said something 

once, don’t say it again. Choose the one best place for what you want to say and delete the rest. 

Do a search for “again,” “as stated previously,” “as you will recall,” “the point I’m trying to 

make,” etc. Give your readers the benefit of the doubt that they understood you the first time. If 

they didn’t, they can always go back and reread.  

Look for words or phrases you’ve used repeatedly in the manuscript, especially if they come 

within close proximity (besides invisible words like the and said). Everybody has their own 

“pet” words. Figure out what yours are and keep an eye out for them. 

For fiction, don’t have a character say or think something that readers already know. And 

avoid having too many scenes where the characters do the same thing over and over, such as 

drink coffee. Come up with more interesting things for them to do. 

Also, do a search for commonly overused words like smile (and grin), laugh (and chuckle), 

look (and glance), nod (and shake his head). To catch all variations of a word, you may need to 

put a short version of it in the search bar; e.g., “smil” to find smile, smiled, smiling, etc. Or 

search for “head” to find everywhere that a character shook (or was shaking) his (or her) head. 

 

Don’t use two words that mean basically the same thing.  

For example, instead of “She struggled with deep, intense feelings and emotions of anger and 

wrath,” choose deep OR intense, feelings OR emotions, anger OR wrath. 

 

Cut out “action delays.”  

Rather than say someone “began to” do something, just show them doing it.  

Instead of telling the possible (“He could sense that nobody believed him”), show the actual 

(“He sensed nobody believed him”). 

Instead of “He decided to go,” just write “He went” … unless he decided to go and then 

didn’t. 
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Cut out “relative structures” whenever possible.  

The child who was eight years old ... (The eight-year-old child ...) 

The system that is most efficient ... (The most efficient system ...) 

The movie, which is titled Star Wars, takes place ... (The movie Star Wars takes place ...) 

There are four procedures that must be followed. (Four procedures must be followed.) 

It was Pastor Chuck Swindoll who said ... (Chuck Swindoll said ...) 

There was a long line of old shops on Main Street. (Old shops lined Main Street.) 

 

Cut out unnecessary words. 

State what you mean in the fewest possible words. Examples of unnecessary words: 

 

She nodded her head. (what else would she nod?) 

I thought to myself (who else can you think to?) 

He shrugged his shoulders. 

whether or not 

each and every 

He paced back and forth. (Ever seen anyone pace up and down?) 

twelve o’clock noon (or midnight) 

exactly the same 

Personally, I think (all of your thoughts are personal) 

“She got out of her bed.” (unless she got out of someone else’s bed) 

“He looked at his image in the mirror.”  

 

Analyze sentence beginnings 

Eliminate unnecessary introductory clauses such as “As a matter of fact,” “As far as I’m 

concerned,” “For the most part,” “It is interesting to note,” etc. (If it isn’t interesting, it shouldn’t 

be there.) 

 

Cut out excessive modifiers. 

Don’t use too many adjectives or adverbs, especially all at once. Example: “The cold, gray, 

sterile, hard concrete walls closed in on Jack, making him feel lost, hopeless, helpless, buried, 

lonely, alone, and abandoned.” Too many modifiers will make the reader think you couldn’t 

decide on the right word so you just threw in a bunch. Instead, choose one or two of the most 

important ones. 

 

Eliminate extra “hads.” 

When you describe something that happened in the past, you only need one or two “hads” to 

start off. After that, the reader knows you’re in the past, so the “hads” aren’t needed … until 

you’re ready to come back to the present, when you can weave in one or two more. 

 
It is an infringement of copyright law to reproduce this publication, in part or in whole, without  

the express permission of the author. To request permission, please e-mail Kathy@KathyIde.com. 


