
Creative Writing 

Dialogue Tips 
 

 
1.   Dialogue should add new information for the reader. If there is nothing new in the words a character speaks 

then it shouldn't be there. However, that new thing can relate to plot, characterization, setting, or any of the 
other aspects of the story. 

2.   Avoid meaningless or routine exchanges. How exciting is it to read "Hi, Joe. How are you?" "Oh, I'm fine, 
Sam. How are you?" "Can't complain. Wife doing well, is she?" and so on, every time two characters meet? 
Not exciting at all, is it? It's boring. Whether or not real people talk that way is irrelevant. Fiction is art, not 
real life. 

3.   Avoid conversational repetition. We all stick in endless "Umm"s and "Er"s when we talk, and we often repeat 
all or part of what was just said to us as we consider what we'll say in reply ("How's your job going?" "My 
job? Oh, it's going just fine."). Like routine exchanges, repetition is boring to read, no matter how true-to-life 
it may be. 

4.   Use dialogue to suggest how the speaker feels about others and themself. What a person says can show 
how they feel and what they think of the other person. You can also add description about the character's 
tone of voice to the surrounding text, but don't overdo it. The dialogue itself and the reader's knowledge of 
the character often supply this information more effectively. 

5.   Use the speech patterns and vocabulary of the speaker. Everyone talks a little differently from everyone 
else and, when they are really being themselves, you should be able to tell them apart by their words alone, 
even if you couldn't hear voices.  

6.   Make use of region-, class-, group-, or profession-specific language. If your character is a computer nerd, 
think about what kind of terminology they might use that a non-computer-using character wouldn't. There are 
terminologies and jargons specific to all kinds of different groups – professional, social, regional and more. 
Use them where you can. 

7.   Avoid phonetic spelling when using dialect, non-standard grammar or individual pronunciation. Phonetic 
spelling is difficult to read, and quickly becomes annoying; and besides, every reader is going to interpret 
your phonetics a little differently. The rhythms of language and word choice are a much more effective way 
of conveying dialect and other speech differences. 

8.   Use caution with slang, not because slang is offensive, but because it can change very quickly. If you want 
to set your work in the 1980s, then you can use 1980s slang to help. On the other hand, if you write using 
contemporary slang, you may be restricting your work to a contemporary audience. Also remember that the 
things kids say now will be the things old people say 70 years from now. 

 

Tips: 

1. Dialogue is not conversation. Real conversation is dead boring to read. With dialogue you need to 
create the illusion of real conversation but pare the interaction down to as few lines as possible to 
convey the necessary information (plot development, characterization, etc).  

2. Intersperse descriptive narration with your dialogue to give it detail and context and to add more 
information: "I'm not sure," she said, pushing a hand through her hair. She shifted her weight to the 
other foot and back again. "If you think I should, though, I will."  

3. Don't overuse "he said" and "she said." Do realize, however that these particular dialogue tags are 
nearly invisible to the reader (in other words, they won't notice how many you have until you do 
overuse them), and should be used as necessary to clarify who is speaking.  

4. Don't overuse colorful alternatives to he said/she said. Something like "he shrieked" can be useful, 
but make sure that the word you choose is accurate (did he really shriek?). Also make sure any tag 
you use can actually replace "said." You can't say, for example: "Go over there," he gesticulated. 
Gesticulation is not a kind of speech. You could say: "Go over there," he said, gesticulating.  

5. Don't overuse direct address. Sam does not have to say "Jo"” every time he talks to Joe. It 
becomes annoying fast. "Say, Joe, what is that you're doing?" "Well, Sam, I'm fixing my car." "I 
didn't know it was broken, Joe." "You know my car is always breaking down, Sam." And so on. 

 

Guide taken from: 

http://teenwriting.about.com/cs/dialogue/ht/SuccessDialogue.htm 

http://teenwriting.about.com/cs/dialogue/ht/SuccessDialogue.htm


Punctuating Dialogue  

The most basic feature of dialogue formatting is that all quoted dialogue appears in quotation 

marks:  "Hey, watch where you're going." 

Commas and periods always go inside of the quotation marks, as in the example above. 

 

Other punctuation marks may be inside or outside of the quotation marks. 

 

If the quote is asking the question or exclaiming, the mark should go inside of the quotation 

marks:  He shouted, “Hey, don‟t you ever watch where you are going?” 

 

If the person is asking a question or exclaiming and the quote is just a part of it, then the mark 

should go outside of the quotation marks:  Should he shout after her, “Watch where you‟re 

going”? 

 

If you have one character quote another character, then use double quotes for the main dialogue 

and single quotes for the quote-within-a-quote:  “Chachi told her, „Watch where you‟re going,‟” 

said Joanie. 

 

Paragraphing  

The general rule is to always start a new paragraph for each new speaker. A paragraph is marked 

by a hard return and an indent in printed text.  

     "I can't stand it!" she yelled finally. She slammed open the door  

and stalked through. "This isn't over yet." 

     "Wait, darling. You haven't given me a chance to explain." He trailed after her, holding the 

flowers out as if he still thought they could placate her. 

 

In some cases, quoted dialogue may run on so long or cover so many topics that you need to 

separate it into separate paragraphs even if there is no narration interspersed with the dialogue. If 

this happens, leave off the closing quotes at the end of each paragraph except the last, but begin 

every new paragraph with opening quotes.  

     "Don't go, Maude. I can explain everything. You see, first I missed the train because my taxi 

was late, and then I didn't have enough money, so I had to go back to the bank. By then I had 

missed the next train, too. 

     "And speaking of train schedules, they really ought to do something about that. I mean, to 

have them running every ten minutes is fine, but then after six they switch to every half hour, and 

after nine they go to every hour. How is a person to get anywhere? I tell you! You must remind 

me to write a letter to the editor. 

     "But anyway, Maude, I really do love you, and these flowers were fresh when I left the office. 

I'm sorry I missed our dinner date. I'll send a letter of apology to the Smiths so you needn't be 

embarrassed. Truly. You will forgive me, won't you?" 

 


