
Show vs. Tell 

 

More examples:  
1. I'll never forget how alone I felt after Fido died. I was miserable. 

 
Simply naming the feelings that you experienced (telling your reader what 
you felt) is not enough to create interest in the reader. You need to find a 
way to generate, in your reader, the same feelings that you experienced. You 
can't do that by changing "alone" to "very alone" or by changing 
"miserable" to "so miserable that I thought I would die." You should tell a 
story that shows your reader the love that you felt for Fido. The story could 
flashback to the time he saved your life, the story could begin with you on 
the sidewalk outside the pet store, trying to decide whether now is the time 
to start looking for a new dog. 

 
2. He looked at me in a way that wasn't exactly threatening, but still made 

me uncomfortable. 
 
This is just a fancier way of telling the reader a feeling by stating something 
that happened and spelling out exactly what effect it had on you. What, 
exactly, did this guy do with his eyes, face, and body that made you 
uncomfortable? Describe his actions, and show your reader exactly what 
made you uncomfortable. (Did he waggle his eyebrows at you in a vaguely 
sensual manner? Did he stare directly at you while taking a gigantic bite out 
of a chicken wing, so that bits of cartilage crunched in his mouth as he 
chewed? Did he keep glancing up at a point just above your head, as if 
something was about to drop on you, and then laugh when you looked up to 
see for yourself?) 

 
3. Clearly, something must be done about this terrible crisis. 

 
The words "clearly," "obviously," or variations ("nobody can doubt that...") 
are often signs that the writer knows perfectly well that he or she hasn't done 
a very good job proving the statement that follows. A confident assertion 
(simply forcefully saying that it's so) is a way of telling. Instead of just 
announcing that a certain thing is "terrible" or "horrendous" or "the most 
hideous thing you can possibly imagine" and expecting your reader to 

Don't just tell me your brother is funny... show me what he says 
and does, and let me decide whether I want to laugh. To convince 
your readers, show, don't just tell them what you want them to 
know.  



believe you, a good writer should present evidence (vivid examples) that 
lead the reader to conclude, on his or her own, that this thing is terrible (or 
wonderful, etc.).  

 

Mostly Telling:  

From the way she behaved in the crowded restaurant, you could tell Sally 
was attracted to the cute stranger in the black shirt. She tried a few things to 
get his attention, and eventually she thought she succeeded. 

(The author wastes no time providing the information, but the story is very 
thin... nothing interesting seems to be happening.) 

Mostly Showing:  

Bored by the conversation, Sally tossed her hair and laughed. That stranger 
had been scanning the room, and he noticed her this time. Wait -- was that a 
half smile? Had he just put his hand on his heart? Or was he just brushing 
something off of his shirt? Sally smiled. That shirt looked soft. 
 
"He's kind of cute," her roommate giggled. 
 
Sally casually looked away. "Oh, I don't know," she said, twirling a curl. 
She let her eyes rest on the artwork, the flowers, a random face in the 
crowd, and found another excuse to laugh. Carefully turning her profile, she 
crossed her legs the way she and her girlfriends had practiced in middle 
school. That ought to do it, she thought. 

 

(The reader is left to figure out what's going on... more engaging for a story -- 
there is tension, and even a bit of character development.) 
 
The original version tells me a few specific but isolated details, but why should the 
reader care what color the stranger's shirt is? Without coming right out and saying 
"Sally was attracted to the man," the revision shows a series of different details 
that come together to form a pattern -- but the author does not come right out and 
announce what the pattern means. For example, Sally tries to catch the stranger's 
attention; she notices his shirt when he seems to put his hand on his heart; she 
imagines his shirt would be soft. Since she's obviously thinking about touching it, 
we can infer what else she might be thinking. 
 
Is Sally a sultry temptress, ready to ensnare another hapless man? Or is she a 
geeky high school sophomore, about to embarrass herself (yet again) at an elegant 
party? The revision doesn't come right out and describe exactly what Sally does 
with her legs, but all we need to know is that the gesture is meant to be attractive. 
Because the author has not come right out and told us, we can only imagine -- and 
that keeps us reading. 



Turn these TELLING samples into SHOW examples:   
 

1. She went home in a bad mood. 
 

2. My neighbor bought a really nice car. 
 

3. He was an attractive man. 
 

4. That teacher is really strict. 
 

5. My friend acted like a jerk. 
 

6. The scenery in the mountains was beautiful. 
 
 


