
common errors in fiction writing

Common Errors in Fiction Writing and How to
Avoid Them

Embarking on the journey of fiction writing is an exciting endeavor, but even
seasoned authors can stumble over common pitfalls. Understanding these
frequent mistakes is the first step towards crafting compelling narratives
that captivate readers. From predictable plot points to underdeveloped
characters, numerous elements can detract from even the most promising story.
This comprehensive guide will delve into the most prevalent common errors in
fiction writing, offering practical advice and actionable strategies to help
you polish your prose and elevate your storytelling. We'll explore issues
such as pacing problems, weak dialogue, and the overuse of exposition,
providing clear examples and solutions to ensure your fiction resonates with
your audience and avoids the traps that often lead to reader disengagement.
By addressing these common errors in fiction writing, you can significantly
improve the quality and impact of your work.
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Common Errors in Fiction Writing: Plot and
Pacing Issues



The backbone of any fictional narrative is its plot, and missteps in this
crucial area are among the most frequent common errors in fiction writing. A
poorly constructed plot can leave readers feeling confused, bored, or
unfulfilled. One significant issue is a lack of clear stakes. If readers
don't understand what the characters stand to lose or gain, their emotional
investment will wane. This often stems from not properly establishing the
initial conflict or failing to escalate the tension as the story progresses.

Predictable Plot Twists
Surprise is a vital ingredient in engaging fiction. However, when plot twists
are telegraphed too early or are illogical within the established narrative,
they lose their impact. This common error in fiction writing often occurs
when writers rely on clichés or foreshadow too heavily without subtlety. To
avoid this, focus on planting seeds of possibility that are only revealed in
their full significance later, ensuring that the twist feels earned and
organic to the story's development.

Pacing Problems: Too Fast or Too Slow
The rhythm of your story, its pacing, is critical for maintaining reader
engagement. A common error in fiction writing is uneven pacing, where parts
of the story drag or conversely, rush through important developments. When
events unfold too slowly, readers can lose interest. Conversely, if too much
happens too quickly without adequate setup or emotional grounding, the
narrative can feel chaotic and the impact of key moments is diminished.
Finding the right balance involves understanding which scenes require more
deliberate development and which can be streamlined.

Lack of Conflict and Rising Action
Conflict is the engine of storytelling. Without it, a narrative stagnates. A
significant among common errors in fiction writing is insufficient conflict
or a failure to build it progressively. Every story needs obstacles for
characters to overcome, and these obstacles should generally increase in
difficulty as the plot advances. This rising action creates suspense and
propels the reader forward, eager to see how the protagonist will navigate
increasingly challenging situations.

Unsatisfying Resolutions
The ending of a story is often what readers remember most. An unsatisfying
resolution, where questions are left unanswered without purpose, or conflicts
are resolved too easily, is a pervasive common error in fiction writing. The
climax and resolution should feel earned, providing a sense of closure that
is consistent with the story's themes and character arcs. Avoid deus ex



machina – sudden, improbable solutions that come out of nowhere – and ensure
that the protagonist's journey leads to a meaningful conclusion.

Common Errors in Fiction Writing: Character
Development Deficiencies

Compelling characters are the heart of memorable fiction. Readers connect
with and care about fictional people. When characters are flat, inconsistent,
or unrelatable, it’s a significant common error in fiction writing that can
alienate your audience. Strong character development involves creating
individuals who feel real, with their own motivations, flaws, and growth
arcs.

Flat or One-Dimensional Characters
Characters who possess only a single dominant trait, whether positive or
negative, often feel like caricatures rather than believable individuals.
This is a pervasive common error in fiction writing. A truly engaging
character has a mix of strengths and weaknesses, internal contradictions, and
evolving perspectives. They should feel like multifaceted beings with their
own internal lives and histories, not simply plot devices.

Inconsistent Character Behavior
If a character acts out of established personality without a clear reason or
explanation, it breaks reader immersion. This inconsistency is a common error
in fiction writing that can make characters feel unbelievable. Ensure that a
character's actions and reactions are rooted in their established
personality, motivations, and experiences. Any deviation should be motivated
by a significant internal or external change.

Lack of Character Motivation
Readers need to understand why characters do what they do. When a character’s
actions lack clear motivation, their choices can seem arbitrary and
nonsensical. This is a critical common error in fiction writing that
undermines the credibility of the narrative. Every significant action should
be driven by an underlying desire, fear, belief, or goal, even if that
motivation is not immediately apparent to the reader.



Underdeveloped Protagonists and Antagonists
Both the hero and the villain of your story deserve careful attention. A
protagonist who is too perfect or too passive can be boring, while an
antagonist who is pure evil without any depth can feel one-dimensional. These
are common errors in fiction writing that can make the central conflict feel
less impactful. Give your antagonist relatable (though not necessarily
justifiable) motivations and ensure your protagonist has clear goals and
struggles that readers can root for.

Unrealistic or Unearned Character Arcs
Character transformation should be a natural consequence of the events within
the story. A common error in fiction writing is a character arc that feels
forced or unearned. If a character undergoes a drastic change without
sufficient cause or development, it can feel artificial. Conversely, a
character who experiences no growth throughout a story that necessitates it
can also be a disappointment.

Common Errors in Fiction Writing: Dialogue and
Voice Problems

Dialogue is more than just words spoken by characters; it reveals
personality, advances plot, and provides crucial subtext. Flaws in dialogue
and narrative voice are frequent common errors in fiction writing that can
make a story feel stilted or inauthentic.

Unnatural or Stilted Dialogue
Characters should speak in ways that sound authentic to their background,
personality, and the context of the scene. Dialogue that is too formal, too
informal, or simply doesn't sound like real people talking is a significant
common error in fiction writing. Pay attention to the rhythms, vocabulary,
and sentence structure of how different people communicate.

Exposition Dumps in Dialogue
Using dialogue solely as a vehicle to deliver plot information or backstory
is a lazy approach and a very common error in fiction writing. Readers should
learn about the world and the characters organically, not through characters
awkwardly explaining things to each other that they already know. Instead,
weave exposition naturally into conversations and actions.



Lack of Distinct Character Voices
If all your characters sound the same, it’s hard for readers to differentiate
them and understand their unique personalities. This is a pervasive common
error in fiction writing. Each character should have a distinct way of
speaking, reflecting their background, education, personality, and mood.
Consider their vocabulary, sentence length, and even their use of slang or
formal language.

Overuse of Dialogue Tags
While necessary, excessive or repetitive dialogue tags (e.g., "he said," "she
said") can become monotonous. This is a minor but still common error in
fiction writing. Vary your dialogue tags, use action beats instead, or let
the context of the conversation imply who is speaking.

Subtext Deficiencies
Effective dialogue often carries meaning beyond the literal words spoken.
When dialogue is too literal or lacks subtext, it can make scenes feel flat.
This is a common error in fiction writing where what characters don't say can
be as important as what they do. Readers appreciate the challenge of
deciphering underlying emotions and intentions.

Common Errors in Fiction Writing: Show, Don't
Tell Mistakes

The principle of "show, don't tell" is fundamental to immersive fiction
writing. Failing to apply this effectively leads to a very common error in
fiction writing: a narrative that informs rather than engages.

Telling Emotions Instead of Showing Them
Instead of stating a character is sad, show their slumped shoulders, the
tears welling in their eyes, or their quiet, withdrawn demeanor. Directly
telling the reader how a character feels robs them of the experience of
inferring it themselves. This is a ubiquitous common error in fiction writing
that can create a distance between the reader and the character.

Over-reliance on Adverbs and Adjectives
While adverbs and adjectives have their place, their overuse to describe
actions or emotions is a common error in fiction writing. Strong verbs and



descriptive nouns, coupled with evocative actions and sensory details, are
far more powerful. Instead of "He walked quickly," try "He strode" or "He
hurried."

Exposition Delivered as "Telling"
As mentioned with dialogue, info-dumping information about the world,
backstory, or character traits without weaving it into the narrative is a
form of telling. This is a pervasive common error in fiction writing that
breaks immersion. Instead, reveal information through character actions,
interactions, and sensory details.

Lack of Sensory Details
Engaging the reader’s senses is crucial for making a scene come alive.
Forgetting to incorporate sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and textures is a
common error in fiction writing. These details ground the reader in the
moment and make the fictional world feel tangible and real.

Generic Descriptions
Using vague or cliché descriptions instead of specific, vivid imagery is
another common error in fiction writing. Instead of saying a room was
"beautiful," describe the sunlight streaming through stained-glass windows or
the scent of old books filling the air. Specificity creates a stronger
impression.

Common Errors in Fiction Writing: Worldbuilding
and Exposition Blunders

For genres like fantasy and science fiction, meticulous worldbuilding is
essential. However, even in other genres, understanding the setting and
context is vital. Poor worldbuilding or clumsy exposition is a common error
in fiction writing that can detract from the story.

Info-Dumping in the Opening
Throwing too much information at the reader in the first few chapters is a
classic common error in fiction writing. Readers want to get to know the
characters and the story, not be lectured on the intricacies of your world.
Introduce worldbuilding elements gradually and as they become relevant to the
plot or characters.



Inconsistent World Rules
If your world has magic systems, technological rules, or societal norms, they
must be consistent throughout the narrative. Breaking these established rules
without a valid explanation is a significant common error in fiction writing
that undermines credibility. Readers need to feel that the world operates
under discernible principles.

Unnecessary Detail
While worldbuilding is important, not every detail needs to be explained or
explored. Including excessive or irrelevant information about your world can
slow the pacing and bore the reader. Focus on details that directly impact
the plot, characters, or themes. This is a common error in fiction writing
where writers fall in love with their own creations too much.

Lack of Integration
Worldbuilding elements should feel organically integrated into the story, not
tacked on. If the world feels like a separate entity from the characters and
plot, it's a sign of poor integration. Ensure that the setting influences the
characters’ decisions and actions, and vice versa.

Vague or Illogical Settings
Even if your setting is contemporary and familiar, it still needs to be
depicted with a degree of specificity and logic. A setting that feels
indistinct or where the geography or social context doesn't make sense is a
common error in fiction writing that can disorient readers.

Common Errors in Fiction Writing: Prose and
Style Missteps

The quality of your writing itself, the prose and style, is crucial. Clunky
sentences, awkward phrasing, and stylistic inconsistencies are common errors
in fiction writing that can make even a great story difficult to read.

Passive Voice Overuse
While the passive voice has its place, its overuse can make prose feel weak
and indirect. Consider the difference between "The ball was thrown by John"
and "John threw the ball." The active voice is generally more direct and
engaging. This is a common error in fiction writing that can weaken the



impact of your sentences.

Clunky Sentence Structure
Sentences that are too long, too short, or awkwardly constructed can disrupt
the flow of your narrative. Varying sentence length and structure is key to
creating a pleasing rhythm. However, overly complex or convoluted sentences
are a common error in fiction writing that can frustrate readers.

Repetitive Word Choice
Using the same words or phrases too frequently can make your writing sound
monotonous. This is a common error in fiction writing that impacts
readability. Employing a varied vocabulary and using synonyms judiciously can
enhance your prose. However, be careful not to use obscure words just for the
sake of it.

Weak Verbs and Over-reliance on Adverbs
As touched upon in "Show, Don't Tell," relying on adverbs to modify weak
verbs is a common error in fiction writing. Strong, specific verbs carry more
power on their own. For instance, instead of "walked slowly," consider
"shuffled" or "trudged."

Lack of Voice Consistency
Maintaining a consistent narrative voice, whether first-person or third-
person, is crucial. If the narrator's tone or perspective shifts erratically,
it can be jarring for the reader. This inconsistency is a common error in
fiction writing that can break immersion and confuse the reader about who is
speaking or observing.

Conclusion: Mastering Your Craft by Avoiding
Common Errors in Fiction Writing

Navigating the landscape of fiction writing involves a continuous learning
process, and being aware of common errors in fiction writing is paramount to
success. By diligently addressing issues related to plot construction,
character depth, authentic dialogue, the "show, don't tell" principle,
worldbuilding, and prose style, writers can significantly enhance the quality
and impact of their work. Avoiding these prevalent mistakes allows your
narrative to flow smoothly, your characters to feel alive, and your story to
resonate deeply with readers. Continuous revision, seeking feedback, and a



commitment to honing your craft are the keys to overcoming these common
errors in fiction writing and ultimately, to crafting compelling and
unforgettable stories. Mastering your craft means understanding and actively
avoiding the pitfalls that can hinder even the most creative visions,
ensuring your fictional worlds and the people within them leave a lasting
impression.

Frequently Asked Questions

What's the most common pitfall in dialogue and how
can writers avoid it?
The most common pitfall is 'on-the-nose' dialogue, where characters
explicitly state their thoughts, feelings, or intentions. To avoid this,
focus on subtext, allowing emotions and motivations to be conveyed through
implication, action, and what isn't said. Show, don't tell, even in dialogue.

How can writers prevent info-dumping, especially in
fantasy and sci-fi?
Info-dumping occurs when too much background information is delivered at
once. To prevent it, weave world-building details organically into the
narrative. Reveal information gradually through character actions,
discoveries, and natural conversations. Ask yourself: 'Does this piece of
information need to be known right now by the reader?'

What are some common pacing issues in fiction and
how are they fixed?
Common pacing issues include dragging scenes or rushing crucial moments. To
fix them, vary sentence structure and paragraph length. Slow down for
emotional beats or suspense by using longer sentences and descriptive detail.
Speed up action sequences with shorter, punchier sentences. Ensure every
scene serves a purpose and moves the plot or character development forward.

What is 'show, don't tell' and why is it a frequent
writing mistake?
'Show, don't tell' means illustrating a character's traits or emotions
through actions, dialogue, and sensory details, rather than stating them
directly (e.g., showing a character is nervous by their trembling hands
instead of saying 'He was nervous'). It's a frequent mistake because it's
easier and quicker to tell, but showing is more immersive and engaging for
the reader.



How can writers create believable characters and
avoid flat archetypes?
To create believable characters, give them internal conflict, flaws,
motivations, and a unique voice. Avoid making them perfect or solely defined
by a single trait. Explore their backstory, their relationships, and how they
react under pressure. Consider giving them contradictory desires or beliefs
to add depth.

What's a common problem with unreliable narrators
and how can it be managed effectively?
A common problem is either making the narrator's unreliability too obvious,
thus giving away the twist, or making it too subtle, leading to reader
confusion. To manage it effectively, hint at inconsistencies, biases, or
omissions without outright revealing them. Plant subtle clues that observant
readers can pick up on, rewarding their attention when the truth is
eventually revealed.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles and descriptions related to common errors in fiction
writing:

1.

The Exposition Excursion: Navigating the Pitfalls of
Info-Dumps
This book tackles the pervasive problem of writers overwhelming readers with
unnecessary backstory or world-building details. It provides practical
strategies for weaving exposition organically into the narrative, showing
rather than telling, and engaging readers from the outset. Learn how to
reveal information at precisely the right moment to maximize impact and
maintain momentum.

2.

Dialogue Disasters: Crafting Conversations That
Sing, Not Stumble
A guide to writing dialogue that sounds authentic, reveals character, and
moves the plot forward. It explores common mistakes like characters speaking
in unison, exposition disguised as conversation, and stiff, unnatural
phrasing. Discover techniques for creating unique character voices, using
subtext effectively, and making every word count.

3.



Plot Holes & Paradoxes: Weaving a Coherent Narrative
Thread
This essential resource addresses the frustrating issue of inconsistencies
and logical gaps in a story's plot. It offers methods for meticulous
outlining, testing cause and effect, and ensuring that every element serves
the overarching narrative. Learn to identify and fix plot holes before they
derail your reader's immersion and trust.

4.

Character Contradictions: Building Believable and
Compelling Personalities
Focusing on the common error of creating flat, inconsistent, or unbelievable
characters, this book offers a deep dive into character development. It
explores the importance of motivations, flaws, arcs, and internal conflict.
Readers will learn how to create characters that resonate with readers and
drive the story forward with their choices.

5.

Show, Don't Tell Trauma: Evoking Emotion Without
Stating It
This book aims to help writers move beyond simply stating emotions or events
and instead learn to evoke them through sensory details and actions. It
provides techniques for creating visceral experiences for the reader,
allowing them to feel the characters' joy, fear, and sorrow. Master the art
of creating impactful scenes that linger long after the page is turned.

6.

Pacing Problems: The Art of Keeping Your Reader
Hooked
Address the common issue of stories that drag or rush too quickly, leaving
readers bored or confused. This guide explores how to manage the rhythm and
flow of your narrative, balancing action, description, and reflection. Learn
to create a compelling reading experience by mastering the ebb and flow of
your story's momentum.

7.

Adverb Annoyances & Cliché Curses: Polishing Your
Prose
This practical guide targets common stylistic weaknesses that can detract
from even the most compelling story. It offers solutions for overusing



adverbs, relying on tired clichés, and employing weak verbs. Discover how to
tighten your sentences, find fresh language, and elevate the quality of your
writing.

8.

Sensory Sins: Engaging All Five Senses for Immersive
Worlds
This book highlights the error of neglecting sensory details, leaving readers
with a flat and unengaging reading experience. It provides techniques for
incorporating sight, sound, smell, taste, and touch to bring your settings
and characters to life. Learn to create vivid worlds that your readers can
truly inhabit.

9.

Point-of-View Predicaments: Maintaining a Clear and
Consistent Narrative Voice
This resource tackles the common confusion and inconsistency that arises from
shifting points of view without intention. It explains the different POV
techniques and how to maintain a singular, clear perspective throughout your
story. Readers will learn to avoid jarring transitions and keep their readers
grounded in the narrative.
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