
creative writing approaches to avoid clichés
creative writing approaches to avoid clichés. In the vibrant world of storytelling, the dreaded cliché
often lurks, ready to sap the originality and impact from our prose. These overused phrases and
predictable plot devices, while sometimes comforting in their familiarity, can quickly make a piece
feel stale and uninspired. This comprehensive guide explores practical and innovative creative
writing approaches designed to help you break free from the shackles of cliché. We'll delve into
techniques for refreshing worn-out imagery, subverting common tropes, and finding unique ways to
express familiar emotions and concepts. By understanding why clichés appear and actively
employing these strategies, you can elevate your writing from predictable to profound, ensuring
your narratives resonate with readers on a deeper, more authentic level.
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Understanding the Cliché Trap
Clichés are the linguistic equivalent of worn-out shoes – comfortable, perhaps, but lacking any real
spring. They are expressions, ideas, or plot points that have been used so often that they've lost their
original force and meaning. Think "raining cats and dogs," "as old as the hills," or a hero "who has it
all but doesn't realize it until they lose it." These are shortcuts, often born from a desire for
efficiency or a lack of immediate inspiration. While they might serve a purpose in casual
conversation, in creative writing, they are a siren song leading directly to mediocrity. Recognizing
these linguistic and narrative landmines is the first crucial step in crafting writing that feels fresh
and invigorating.

The danger of clichés isn't just their lack of originality; it's their tendency to distance the reader.
When we encounter a cliché, our brains are likely to switch off, having already processed its
meaning countless times. Instead of engaging with your unique voice and vision, the reader is
reminded of every other piece of media they've encountered that used the same tired phrase. This
disengagement is the ultimate enemy of compelling storytelling. We want our readers to be
captivated, to feel the weight of our words, and to experience the narrative as if for the first time.
Avoiding clichés is about preserving that sense of discovery and wonder for your audience.

Fresh Imagery and Sensory Details
One of the most potent ways to banish clichés is by actively engaging and stimulating the reader's
senses in novel ways. Instead of relying on stock descriptions, challenge yourself to observe the
world around you with fresh eyes and translate those observations into vivid language. If you're
describing a sunset, for instance, move beyond "fiery ball of red." Consider the subtle shifts in color,



the way light interacts with the atmosphere, or the specific feeling it evokes. Is it a "bruised
twilight," a "bleeding horizon," or a "sky smudged with rose and lavender"? The key is to be specific
and evocative, painting a picture that is uniquely yours.

Engaging multiple senses can also elevate your descriptions beyond the visual. What does the air
smell like at dusk? Is there a particular sound that accompanies the fading light? Perhaps a
"whispering breeze through dry leaves" or the "distant, mournful cry of a single bird." By
incorporating touch, smell, sound, and even taste (where appropriate), you create a richer, more
immersive experience for the reader. This multi-sensory approach not only makes your writing more
engaging but also naturally steers you away from predictable, single-sense clichés. It encourages
you to think deeply about the essence of what you're describing and find language that captures that
essence authentically.

Avoiding Overused Adjectives and Adverbs
Adjectives and adverbs are often the culprits behind cliché. Words like "beautiful," "amazing,"
"very," "really," and "truly" are frequently used as crutches, adding little new information and often
indicating a lack of more precise vocabulary. Instead of saying a flower was "very beautiful,"
consider what makes it beautiful. Is it its "velvet petals," its "delicate fragrance," or its "vibrant,
almost defiant hue"? Similarly, instead of a character being "extremely angry," you might describe
their "clenched jaw," their "flushed neck," or the "sharp, clipped tone" of their voice. The goal is to
show, not just tell, and to use stronger, more specific verbs and nouns that carry their own
descriptive weight.

The habit of tacking on an adverb to an already weak verb or adjective is a hallmark of cliché-ridden
writing. For example, "He ran quickly" is far less impactful than "He sprinted," "He bolted," or "He
dashed." By choosing a more precise verb, you eliminate the need for the weak adverb and create a
more dynamic image. The same applies to adjectives. Instead of "a sad situation," try "a
heartbreaking predicament," "a grim circumstance," or "a sorrowful turn of events." Focusing on
finding the single, most effective word rather than relying on modifiers is a powerful strategy for
injecting freshness into your prose and keeping those clichés at bay.

Inventing New Metaphors and Similes
Metaphors and similes are powerful tools for conveying complex ideas and emotions, but they are
also prime territory for cliché. Phrases like "brave as a lion," "busy as a bee," or "white as snow"
have lost their punch through sheer repetition. The challenge is to create comparisons that are both
original and illuminating. Think about what you're trying to convey and then look for an unexpected
but fitting connection. Instead of saying a character was "as cold as ice," you might say their heart
was "a forgotten stone at the bottom of a deep well" or their smile was "a flicker of distant,
uninterested moonlight."

The process of inventing new metaphors and similes often involves a deeper exploration of your
subject matter. What are its core qualities? What does it remind you of in a surprising way?
Sometimes, the most effective comparisons arise from juxtaposing seemingly unrelated concepts.
Consider the texture of a feeling, the sound of a color, or the taste of a memory. By pushing the
boundaries of conventional comparisons and embracing the unusual, you can craft language that is
not only fresh but also deeply resonant. This requires practice and a willingness to experiment, but
the reward is prose that truly sings with originality.



Subverting Expectations and Tropes
Many clichés are rooted in common narrative tropes – predictable character archetypes, plot
developments, or genre conventions. The "damsel in distress," the "wise old mentor who dies," or the
"villain who reveals their evil plan in a monologue" are all examples of tropes that have become
clichés due to their overuse. To avoid them, you need to be aware of these common patterns and
actively seek ways to twist or defy them.

Consider your characters. What if your seemingly fragile character is actually incredibly resourceful
and capable? What if the wise mentor offers advice that is subtly flawed or even self-serving? What if
the villain's monologue is interrupted not by a hero, but by an even more dangerous, unexpected
force? Subverting tropes isn't just about being different for the sake of it; it's about using the
audience's familiarity with these patterns to create surprise and add layers of complexity to your
story. When you play with expectations, you keep the reader engaged and guessing, preventing them
from settling into the comfortable predictability of a cliché.

Deconstructing Archetypes
Archetypes – the hero, the villain, the lover, the trickster – are fundamental to storytelling. However,
when we rely on their most superficial and common representations, they quickly become clichés.
Instead of presenting a straightforward hero, explore their flaws, their doubts, their internal
struggles. Is your villain truly evil, or are they a product of circumstance, desperation, or a warped
sense of justice? Deconstructing these archetypes means delving into their nuances and
contradictions, revealing the complex human (or non-human) beings beneath the surface.

For example, the "orphaned protagonist with a hidden destiny" is a trope that has been done to
death. To subvert it, you could make the protagonist's destiny mundane, or perhaps they are actively
trying to avoid it. Maybe their parents aren't dead but are actually the villains, or perhaps they have
a perfectly ordinary, loving family. By questioning the assumed characteristics of these archetypes,
you can create characters that feel more real, more unpredictable, and ultimately, more compelling.
This deeper exploration makes your characters individuals, rather than mere placeholders in a pre-
defined narrative structure.

Playing with Plot Structures
Beyond character archetypes, plot structures themselves can become cliché. The straightforward
three-act structure, while effective, can lead to predictable pacing if not handled with care. Think
about stories that begin with a character waking up, or stories that culminate in a big, explosive
showdown. To avoid these predictable arcs, consider experimenting with different narrative
structures. You could employ a non-linear timeline, a series of interconnected vignettes, or even a
story told from multiple, unreliable perspectives. The goal is to present your story in a way that is
fresh and keeps the reader actively piecing things together.

Consider the element of surprise. Instead of building towards a predictable climax, what if the most
significant event happens early in the story, and the rest of the narrative explores the consequences?
What if the resolution isn't a grand victory, but a quiet, introspective moment? By consciously
deviating from the expected path of your plot, you can keep your readers on their toes. This doesn't
mean abandoning logic or coherence, but rather finding innovative ways to deliver your narrative,
thereby circumventing the well-trodden paths that often lead to cliché.



Deepening Characterization
Clichés often manifest in shallow characterization, where characters are defined by a few superficial
traits or actions. A "tough guy with a heart of gold" or a "spunky, independent woman" can quickly
become predictable if those are their only defining features. To avoid this, you must dig deeper,
exploring the complexities and contradictions that make individuals unique.

Think about your characters' backstories, their motivations, their fears, and their hidden desires.
What are their small, idiosyncratic habits? What are the private moments that reveal their true
selves? A character's strength might not be in their physical prowess, but in their quiet resilience or
their ability to empathize. Their flaws might be what make them relatable. By giving your characters
layers and internal lives that extend beyond their surface-level roles, you create individuals who feel
authentic and unpredictable, steering clear of the one-dimensional clichés that plague so much
fiction.

Exploring Internal Conflict
External conflict is often the engine of a story, but internal conflict is what truly gives characters
depth and prevents them from becoming mere plot devices. Clichés arise when characters act
consistently and predictably based on external pressures or simplistic motivations. True originality
comes from characters wrestling with their own doubts, desires, and moral dilemmas. What does
your character want versus what do they need? What are they afraid of, and how does that fear
influence their choices, even when those choices seem counterintuitive?

For instance, a character who is forced into a dangerous situation might react with fear and
reluctance, but their internal struggle could be about overcoming that fear for the sake of someone
else, or perhaps a secret desire for the thrill of danger. These internal battles, the hesitations, the
moments of self-doubt, and the unexpected bursts of courage born from inner turmoil, are what
make characters feel real and prevent them from falling into predictable clichés. They create a more
nuanced and engaging experience for the reader, who can connect with the universal human
struggle for self-understanding and growth.

Show, Don't Tell: The Nuance of Action
The age-old advice "show, don't tell" is fundamentally about avoiding clichés in characterization and
narrative. Telling us a character is brave is a cliché. Showing us that character performing a selfless
act despite their own fear is compelling storytelling. This principle extends beyond grand gestures to
the subtle nuances of everyday action. Instead of telling us a character is lonely, show them
meticulously arranging their meager possessions, or staring longingly at a group of friends laughing
in a cafe. These specific, observable actions paint a far richer and more original picture than a
simple declaration of emotion.

The way a character interacts with their environment, their belongings, or even inanimate objects
can reveal volumes about their inner state without resorting to exposition. Do they meticulously
clean their workspace, or is it a chaotic testament to their creative process? Do they clutch a worn
photograph, or do they dismiss sentimental items? These are the details that allow readers to infer
character, to feel as though they are discovering who the person is through observation, not through
being told. This active engagement on the reader's part inherently prevents the passive consumption
of clichés.



Exploring Unique Perspectives
The perspective from which a story is told can drastically alter its impact and its potential for cliché.
A common narrative voice or viewpoint can lead to predictable interpretations of events and
characters. To inject originality, consider adopting an unusual point of view that offers a fresh lens
through which to view the world and the events of your story.

This could mean narrating from the perspective of an inanimate object, an animal, a child, or even a
collective consciousness. Imagine a love story told from the viewpoint of the park bench where the
couple first met, or a war epic narrated by a soldier's worn-out boots. While these might seem
unconventional, they force you to think creatively about observation, emotion, and the passage of
time, inherently pushing you away from standard narrative clichés. The limitations and unique
capabilities of an unconventional narrator can lead to surprising insights and a truly original voice.

Experimenting with Narrative Voice
Beyond simply choosing who tells the story, the way in which they tell it – the narrative voice – is
crucial. A standard, objective third-person narrator can easily fall into predictable descriptions and
commentary. Consider what kind of voice would be most impactful and least expected for your
particular story. Could it be an unreliable narrator whose biases color everything they say? Could it
be a highly formal, detached voice observing chaos? Or perhaps a stream-of-consciousness approach
that captures the raw, unedited thoughts and feelings of a character?

The texture of your language, your sentence structure, and your choice of vocabulary all contribute
to the narrative voice. A cynical narrator will describe events differently than an optimistic one. A
narrator obsessed with details will present information differently than one who focuses on the big
picture. By consciously crafting a unique narrative voice, you imbue your story with a distinct
personality. This individuality acts as a powerful antidote to the bland uniformity that often
accompanies clichés, ensuring that every word feels deliberate and fresh.

Framing and Unreliable Narration
The concept of framing a story within another story can add depth and complexity, offering multiple
layers of interpretation and a departure from straightforward narratives. This could involve a
character recounting a past event, with the reader left to question the accuracy of their memory.
Even more potent is the use of unreliable narration, where the narrator's perspective is flawed,
biased, or even intentionally deceptive. This forces the reader to become an active participant,
piecing together the truth from fragmented or misleading information.

An unreliable narrator is inherently anti-cliché because their very nature defies predictability. Their
skewed perception means that even familiar scenarios will be presented in a way that challenges the
reader's assumptions. This method requires careful planning to ensure that the unreliability serves
the story rather than simply confusing the audience, but when executed well, it leads to a deeply
engaging and original reading experience. The reader is no longer a passive observer but an
investigator, actively working to uncover the story's true meaning, far removed from the passive
consumption of well-worn narratives.



Mastering Dialogue Without Predictability
Dialogue is a critical tool for revealing character, advancing plot, and creating atmosphere.
However, it's also an area where clichés abound, from characters stating the obvious to overly
expository exchanges. The goal is to make your dialogue sound authentic while also serving your
narrative purpose in a unique way.

Listen to how real people talk. They interrupt each other, they use incomplete sentences, they have
verbal tics, and they often don't say exactly what they mean. Your fictional dialogue should emulate
this natural rhythm, but with a purpose. Every line should ideally do more than one thing: reveal
character, advance the plot, or create subtext. Avoid having characters explain things the reader
already knows or stating their emotions outright. Instead, let their words, and the way they speak
them, convey these elements subtly.

Subtext and Implication
One of the most powerful ways to avoid cliché in dialogue is through subtext – what is not being
said. Instead of characters explicitly stating their feelings or intentions, let their words carry implied
meanings. A seemingly casual remark could be laced with sarcasm, longing, or veiled threat. This
requires a deep understanding of your characters and the situation, allowing you to craft dialogue
that is layered and invites the reader to interpret. When characters talk around an issue, hint at
underlying tensions, or communicate through shared silences, their conversations become far more
compelling and original.

Subtext is the engine of realistic and engaging dialogue. It acknowledges that humans rarely
communicate with perfect clarity and directness. Consider a scene where a character is trying to
break up with their partner. Instead of a melodramatic "I don't love you anymore," the dialogue
might be filled with evasions, carefully chosen words that skirt the truth, and a palpable tension that
the reader can feel. This unspoken undercurrent is far more potent and less cliché than a direct,
predictable statement of emotion, making the scene resonate more deeply.

Character-Specific Speech Patterns
Each character should have a distinct voice, reflected in their word choice, sentence structure,
rhythm, and even their grammatical quirks. Relying on generic dialogue for all your characters is a
fast track to cliché. A highly educated professor will speak differently than a street-smart teenager,
and their dialogue should reflect that. Even within similar backgrounds, individuals develop unique
patterns of speech based on their personality, their experiences, and their emotional state.

Pay attention to the small details: Do they use slang? Do they favor long, complex sentences or short,
punchy ones? Do they swear frequently or avoid it entirely? Do they ask a lot of questions? Do they
tend to ramble? Developing these distinct speech patterns for each character makes them feel like
individuals, not interchangeable mouthpieces. This specificity inherently avoids the generic dialogue
that often feels cliché, making your conversations come alive with personality and authenticity.

The Power of Specificity
Generality is the breeding ground for cliché. When you describe something vaguely, you leave it



open to being filled in with the reader's preconceived notions, which are often shaped by the very
clichés you're trying to avoid. The antidote to this is unwavering specificity. The more detailed and
precise your descriptions, the more unique and vivid your writing will be.

Instead of saying a room was "messy," describe what made it messy: "stacks of unopened mail
teetered on the coffee table, a forgotten mug stained a ring on its surface, and discarded socks lay
like fallen soldiers on the worn rug." This paints a concrete picture. The same applies to emotions,
actions, and concepts. Vague descriptions allow clichés to creep in because they don't demand
original thought. Specificity forces you to observe, to analyze, and to find language that accurately
captures the unique essence of what you're describing.

Nouns and Verbs as Pillars
At the heart of specific and cliché-free writing lies a strong foundation of precise nouns and dynamic
verbs. Generic nouns like "thing," "stuff," or "person" offer little to the imagination and open the
door for clichés. Similarly, weak verbs like "is," "was," "has," or "go" often require adverbs to add
meaning, a common pitfall. Your goal is to choose nouns that are precise and evocative, and verbs
that are active and descriptive.

Instead of "She picked up the item," try "She grasped the tarnished silver locket." Instead of "He
went to the store," try "He strode to the corner market," or "He ambled towards the convenience
store." Think about the connotations of your nouns and the action inherent in your verbs. This
conscious selection of strong, specific words not only enriches your prose but also naturally pushes
out the vague, unoriginal language that often characterizes clichés. It’s about building your
sentences from the ground up with potent, meaningful words.

Contextualizing Abstract Concepts
Abstract concepts like love, loss, fear, and hope are fertile ground for cliché. Phrases like "love is a
battlefield" or "hope springs eternal" have been used so extensively that they've lost their impact. To
write about these concepts with freshness, you must ground them in concrete, specific examples
that are relevant to your story and characters. Instead of stating that a character is experiencing
loss, show them struggling to maintain a routine, or obsessively replaying a final conversation.

The way to make abstract ideas resonate is by demonstrating their tangible effects on individuals.
How does fear manifest in your character's physical reactions? How does love shape their daily
decisions? By contextualizing these grand ideas within the specific experiences of your characters,
you give them new life and meaning. You show the reader what these concepts feel like, rather than
telling them what they are, thereby sidestepping the worn-out definitions that have become clichés.

Revision as a Cliché Eradicator
Even the most seasoned writers can fall prey to clichés. This is where the revision process becomes
your most powerful ally. It’s during revision that you can step back from your initial creative
impulse, identify the tired phrases and predictable patterns, and actively work to replace them.

Think of revision not as mere editing for grammar and spelling, but as a deeper sculpting of your
work. It’s a time to question every word, every sentence, and every plot point. Are there any phrases
that make you cringe slightly with familiarity? Are there any character actions that feel too



predictable? This critical eye, applied with dedication, is essential for polishing your manuscript and
ensuring it shines with originality.

The Cliché Hunt in Editing
During the editing phase, make a conscious effort to hunt for clichés. Read through your work
specifically looking for overused expressions, predictable metaphors, and tired plot devices. You
might even want to keep a running list of common clichés to keep them top of mind. When you spot
one, don't just delete it; aim to replace it with something fresh and specific that enhances your
meaning. This focused effort transforms the editing process from a chore into a creative opportunity.

Consider using a digital tool or simply highlighting potentially cliché phrases as you read. Then, on a
subsequent pass, go back and tackle each flagged item. Ask yourself: "Is there a more precise way to
say this?" "What is the underlying meaning I'm trying to convey, and how can I express it uniquely?"
This diligent approach to cliché hunting ensures that your final draft is as sharp and original as
possible, free from the detours that can lead readers astray.

Seeking Fresh Feedback
Sometimes, we become too close to our own work to spot the clichés we've inadvertently included.
This is where feedback from trusted readers or critique partners becomes invaluable. Ask them
specifically to point out any phrases, descriptions, or plot points that feel overused or predictable. A
fresh pair of eyes can often identify the clichés that have become invisible to you through repeated
exposure.

When receiving feedback, remain open to suggestions. Even if a reader points out a cliché you
hadn't considered, their insight is still valid. Work with them to brainstorm alternatives or to
understand why that particular element felt worn. This collaborative approach to revision, especially
regarding clichés, can significantly elevate the quality and originality of your writing, ensuring your
story stands out from the crowd.

---

Q: What are the most common types of clichés in creative
writing?
A: The most common types of clichés in creative writing include overused phrases (e.g., "raining cats
and dogs"), predictable metaphors and similes (e.g., "brave as a lion"), stock character archetypes
(e.g., the damsel in distress), and common plot devices (e.g., the love triangle, the chosen one who
doesn't know it).

Q: How can I develop original metaphors and similes?
A: To develop original metaphors and similes, focus on making unexpected but meaningful
comparisons. Observe the world around you with fresh eyes and consider connecting abstract
concepts to concrete, unusual imagery. Ask yourself what a particular emotion or situation feels like
in a surprising way, rather than relying on established comparisons.



Q: Is it always bad to use a cliché in writing?
A: While generally advised against, clichés can occasionally be used intentionally for specific effect,
such as to establish a character's unoriginality, create a sense of irony, or evoke nostalgia. However,
this requires careful consideration and a clear understanding of the desired impact, as unintentional
use almost always weakens writing.

Q: How do I avoid clichés in dialogue?
A: Avoid cliché dialogue by focusing on subtext, implication, and character-specific speech patterns.
Real people rarely say exactly what they mean directly, so allow your characters' words to carry
underlying meanings, hesitations, and unspoken tensions. Ensure each character has a distinct voice
shaped by their background and personality.

Q: What is the role of specificity in avoiding clichés?
A: Specificity is crucial because generality is the breeding ground for clichés. When you describe
something in vague terms, readers' minds will often fill in the blanks with familiar, overused images
or concepts. By using precise nouns, dynamic verbs, and concrete details, you create a unique
picture that resists cliché and engages the reader's imagination.

Q: How can unreliable narration help avoid clichés?
A: Unreliable narration inherently avoids clichés because the narrator's flawed or biased perspective
means that events and characters will be presented in a way that challenges predictable
interpretations. This forces the reader to actively engage with the text, questioning the narrator's
account and seeking truth beyond the surface, which is the antithesis of passively consuming
clichés.

Q: What if I feel my writing is naturally leaning towards
clichés?
A: If you feel your writing is naturally leaning towards clichés, it's likely a sign that you need to dig
deeper into your subject matter and characters. Challenge your first instinct for description or plot
development. Ask "why" and "how" constantly, and explore the nuances and contradictions within
your ideas, characters, and settings.

Q: How important is reading widely in developing fresh
writing?
A: Reading widely is exceptionally important. Exposure to diverse writing styles, unique voices, and
original approaches to storytelling can broaden your own creative toolkit. It helps you recognize
clichés in others' work and inspires you to seek out fresh ways of expressing ideas, showing you
what's possible beyond the common tropes.
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