
showing and telling in writing

Showing and telling in writing are two fundamental techniques that every writer should master to effectively
convey emotions, settings, and character experiences. While both methods serve the purpose of storytelling,
they do so in markedly different ways. Understanding when to show and when to tell can be the difference
between a captivating narrative and a mundane one. This article delves into the nuances of these techniques,
providing insights and practical advice for writers looking to enhance their craft.

Understanding the Concepts

What is Showing?

Showing is a technique that immerses the reader in the story by allowing them to experience events through
vivid imagery and sensory details. Instead of merely stating facts, showing paints a picture that engages the
reader’s senses. It encourages them to infer emotions and settings through actions, dialogues, and descriptions.

For example:
- Instead of saying, “She was scared,” a writer might show this emotion by describing her trembling hands, wide
eyes, and quickened breath.
- Instead of stating, “It was a beautiful day,” a writer might describe the golden rays of sunlight piercing
through the leaves, the gentle rustle of the wind, and the intoxicating fragrance of blooming flowers.

What is Telling?

Telling, on the other hand, is a more straightforward approach. It involves directly informing the reader about
characters, settings, or emotions. While it can be effective for conveying information quickly, excessive telling
can lead to a flat narrative that lacks depth and engagement.

For instance:
- Saying, “He was angry,” gives the reader a clear understanding of the character’s emotion but lacks the
sensory detail that could enhance the impact.
- Stating, “The room was messy,” informs the reader but doesn’t evoke the visual chaos or the feelings
associated with it.

When to Show and When to Tell

Understanding when to show and when to tell is crucial for effective storytelling. Here are some guidelines:

When to Show

1. To Create Immersion: Use showing to immerse the reader in important scenes. This can involve critical moments
of conflict, emotional peaks, or pivotal plot developments.
2. To Evoke Emotion: When the emotional stakes are high, showing can help readers connect with characters on
a deeper level. This technique allows them to feel the character's emotions rather than just understand them.
3. To Develop Characters: Showing can reveal a character’s personality through their actions and reactions.
This method provides a more nuanced understanding of who they are.
4. To Build Tension: In suspenseful situations, showing can heighten the sense of urgency and fear, drawing



readers deeper into the story.

When to Tell

1. To Convey Information Quickly: When a scene requires background information or context, telling can be an
efficient way to keep the narrative moving without bogging it down with excessive detail.
2. To Transition Between Scenes: Telling can be useful for transitioning between different parts of a story,
especially when the details aren’t crucial to the plot.
3. To Maintain Pacing: In moments where pacing is essential, telling can help speed up the narrative. For example,
when summarizing events that are not the focus of the story.
4. To Provide Clarity: Sometimes, telling is necessary to clarify a character’s intentions or thoughts that
may not be evident through action alone.

Examples of Showing vs. Telling

To illustrate the differences more clearly, here are some examples that showcase both techniques:

Example 1: Emotional State

- Telling: “John was nervous about the interview.”
- Showing: “John paced the floor, his palms slick with sweat as he glanced at the clock for the tenth time, his
heart pounding in his chest.”

Example 2: Setting Description

- Telling: “The forest was dark and scary.”
- Showing: “Twisted branches clawed at the sky, and a thick fog curled around the gnarled trunks. The silence
was punctuated only by the distant hoot of an owl, sending shivers down the spine.”

Example 3: Action and Reaction

- Telling: “She was excited to see him.”
- Showing: “Her face lit up as she spotted him across the crowded room, her heart racing as she pushed through
the throng, nearly tripping over her own feet in her hurry.”

Balancing Showing and Telling

While both techniques are valuable, the key to effective storytelling lies in finding the right balance between
showing and telling. Here are some strategies for achieving that balance:

1. Know Your Audience: Understand the preferences of your readers. Some enjoy rich, descriptive language, while
others may prefer a more straightforward approach.
2. Assess the Scene: Determine the importance of each scene in your narrative. Key moments often require
showing, while less critical parts may benefit from telling.
3. Vary Your Techniques: Don’t be afraid to mix showing and telling within a single scene. This can create a
dynamic reading experience and maintain interest.



4. Edit Ruthlessly: During the editing process, evaluate your use of showing and telling. Look for opportunities
to enhance your narrative by transforming telling into showing where appropriate and vice versa.

The Impact of Showing and Telling on Reader Engagement

Engaging readers is at the heart of effective storytelling. Here’s how showing and telling contribute to reader
engagement:

Enhancing Empathy

Showing allows readers to step into the shoes of characters, fostering empathy. By experiencing emotions and
events through detailed descriptions, readers can form stronger connections to the narrative.

Creating Vivid Imagery

Showing paints a mental picture, enabling readers to visualize the story world. This vivid imagery helps them
become more invested in the story and its characters.

Maintaining Interest

A well-balanced use of showing and telling keeps readers on their toes, preventing monotony. By varying
techniques, writers can maintain a rhythm that captivates the reader’s attention.

Conclusion

In conclusion, showing and telling in writing are essential tools in a writer's arsenal. While showing invites
readers into the world of the story through immersive descriptions and sensory details, telling provides
clarity and efficiency. By mastering both techniques and understanding when to use each, writers can create
richer, more engaging narratives that resonate with their audience. The art of storytelling lies not just in the
words chosen but in the ability to connect with readers on an emotional and imaginative level, making the
balance of showing and telling a critical factor in that connection.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the difference between showing and telling in writing?

Showing involves using descriptive language and sensory details to help readers experience the story, while
telling provides straightforward information or summaries without much detail.

Why is showing often preferred over telling in creative writing?

Showing allows readers to engage more deeply with the text by creating vivid imagery and emotional
connections, making the story more immersive and impactful.



Can you provide an example of showing versus telling?

Telling: 'She was scared.' Showing: 'Her heart raced, and her hands trembled as she peered into the dark room,
every shadow seeming to whisper her name.'

How can a writer effectively incorporate showing in their narrative?

Writers can incorporate showing by using strong verbs, incorporating dialogue, and appealing to the five
senses to paint a picture in the reader's mind.

Are there situations where telling is more effective than showing?

Yes, telling can be more effective for conveying information quickly, summarizing events, or when pacing is
important, such as in transitions or background details.

What techniques can help improve a writer's showing skills?

Writers can improve their showing skills by practicing descriptive writing exercises, reading works by skilled
authors, and revising drafts to identify and enhance areas where telling can be transformed into showing.

Is it necessary to always show and never tell?

No, a balance between showing and telling is essential. Using both techniques appropriately can enhance
storytelling and maintain narrative flow.
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