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How to Not Fail at Writing Dialogue  
 

Shawn Harries  
 
 
 
 

I N T R O D U C T I O N  
 
 
When I first started writing dialogue, I didn’t know what I was doing or where to begin. It started 
off with a videogame project where half of the work assigned to me was writing character dialogue.  
I had to incorporate heavy amounts of exposition in the format of a dialogue tree for four different 
characters.1 After writing 400 pages of dialogue, and spending long hours dedicated to this project,  
I came out with a better understanding of how to approach the art. 

 
Why is Dialogue Important? 

 
Dialogue is something that can make or break your writing. When a reader encounters dialogue 
that’s scattered, boring, exhausting, or bloated with exposition, they’ll drop the piece and move on. 
However, put something in the hands of a reader like dialogue with conflict, intrigue, or complex 
dynamics, then you’ll get their attention. 
  
Dialogue can help enrich your story and characters. As a writer, you want dialogue to serve the 
purposes of developing the character, portraying their different agendas, showing the mood, 
progressing the plot, or carefully providing exposition. From the character’s perspective, dialogue is 
a tool they can use to further their own gains.  
 

 
 
 

                                                
1 For more information on dialogue trees check out the Wikipedia page:  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dialog_tree 
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I D E A S  T O  K E E P  I N  M I N D  
 

Summary vs. Scene 
 

A key distinction in dialogue, which can also apply to storytelling, is the difference between 
summary and scene. Summary is used to move across large portions of time in a few lines: Jack and 
John talked for hours under the apple tree. Scenes are drawn out through specifics, like this example  
I wrote: 

 
It was a warm autumn day in the apple orchard. John was wearing his 
tweed blazer, and I adored that cocky smile. His breath was warm with 
cognac and tobacco. I moved my hands through his silk blond hair and 
knew that I loved him. 
“John, I love you.” 
“Jack . . . you make me blush.” He gave me a soft push. I remember the 
first day I laid eyes on him. The memories we shared together. 
“No, really.” I stopped to bask in the sun. “I want to feel this moment 
forever.” 

 
Exposition 

 
Exposition refers to the part of the story that sets the stage for the rest of the plot. A common 
mistake that beginners make when writing dialogue is incorporating heavy-handed exposition into 
single passages. “Even the best authors fall into the trap of turning characters into dry summarizers 
for the reader,” Edmund Barker explains in Inkwell Vol. 12.2 Here’s an example of poor expository 
dialogue provided by James Scott Bell: 
 

“I will not have it!” Robert Massingale expostulated, “not while I’m the 
head of this family of five. Goodness knows it’s hard to run an estate 
during the reign of her majesty, Queen Victoria. But having a servant 
from Hungary come into this house without the proper references, and 
with a scar across his left cheek to boot, which he no doubt got in a 
waterfront bar somewhere during his thirty years on this earth, I tell you, 
I simply will not have it.”3 

                                                
2 Edmund Barker, “Getting Your Head Around Exposition in Sci-Fi & Fantasy,” Inkwell: A Student Guide to Writing at 
Evergreen Vol. 12, (Spring 2017: 27-29). 
3 James S. Bell, How to Write Dazzling Dialogue: The Fastest Way to Improve Any Manuscript (Woodland Hills, CA: 
Compendium Press, 2014), 7. 
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In this scene, we can see how Robert Massingale has been turned into a function rather than  
a character. When thinking about the timeline of a story, it’s best to spread exposition around like 
seeds on a lawn: you don’t want to dump it all in the same spot. It really benefits your writing to 
delay exposition because it creates interest. An approach that I use for exposition is to only provide 
enough so that readers understand what is currently happening in the scene I’m writing. 

 
Silence and Action 

 
When dialogue is just a constant back-and-forth, it can remove readers from the story. People do 
stuff while they talk, and they don’t always respond to everything that’s said. Sometimes there will be 
moments in dialogue when characters sit in silence. An example of adding silence to a conversation 
can be found in David Foster Wallace’s The Broom of the System:  

 
“Good Lord, what is the matter with you?” 
“. . . .” 
“Listen . . . Listen to that.” 
“. . . .” 
“Hear it?” 
“I do hear something. It’s not thunder, is it?”4 

 
Another technique for breaking up dialogue is using what’s called “action beats,” where you replace 
the word said with an action.5 Here’s an example I wrote: 
 

“John, don’t throw our kid up in the air like that!” 
“But Jim, it’s so fun.” He smiled as he launched their child into the sky. 

 
The Importance of Said 

 
You want to make the word said your default. James Scott Bell explains that “an attribution is there 
to let the reader know who is speaking. The simple said does that and then politely leaves. Some 
writers, under the erroneous impression that said is not creative enough, will strain to find ways not 
to use it. This is almost always a mistake.”6 Substitutes like sobbed, screeched, snickered, celebrated, 

                                                
4 David Foster Wallace, The Broom of the System, (United States: Viking Press, 1996), 338. 
5 Bell, 108-110. 
6 Ibid, 105-106, (italics added). 
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or any other “flashy dialogue tags” can cause the reader to do extra, unnecessary work, and can 
begin to overshadow the actual dialogue.7 
 
Flashy dialogue tags aren’t the only attributions you should be wary of. You can also easily abuse said 
by writing, Jill said, Jerry said, Jill said, Jerry said. The simple fix would be to imply who is speaking 
by having one dialogue tag for each speaker, and a new line as they go back and forth. The same 
caution should be applied to action beats because they have the potential to quickly exhaust the 
reader. 
 

Character Dynamics and Conflict 
 

Every character has their own agenda, motive, and opinion of other characters. These dynamics 
serve the purpose of showcasing a tension in the story, creating situations of dramatic irony, and 
inciting conflict. For example, we can see conflicting agendas in the cliché where the person you like 
likes someone else. A high school girl has a crush on a greaser and confides in her bestie. As it turns 
out, her bestie has a crush on her! Here’s an example of how I’d write a scene with this dynamic:  

 
“Don’t you just think John is the bee’s knees!” Sarah said, “He’s so cool 
with his bad boy attitude and leather jacket.” 
“Oh . . . you know, Sarah, maybe you could do better,” Stacey said, 
twirling her fingers in her hair. 
“But he’s just so cool. He’s got that motorcycle, and—” 
“Hey, can you just stop? Can you quit talking about him like that?” She 
sighed, “Please.” 
“What’s your problem, Stacey?” 

 
Thinking about how different characters interact with each other and about one character’s goal 
versus another should improve the function and intrigue of your dialogue.  
 

Punctuation Choice & Grammar 
 
Dialogue is not always in full and succinct sentences. We stutter, stammer, trail off, and interrupt 
each other. Characters are no different. I’m not saying you should constantly write dialogue in half-
sentences, but you should keep this idea in mind. As far as grammar goes, just remember there are 
rules to learn, but some are meant to be broken. 
 

                                                
7 BLH, “How to Use Dialogue Correctly,” Writerly Life, April 24, 2015.  
http://writerlylife.com/home/2010/09/how-to-use-dialogue-correctly/ 
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T E C H N I Q U E S  T O  T R Y  

 
Freewriting 

 
Freewriting is one of the techniques you can use to develop a character’s voice in the context of  
a conversation. The idea is that for a set amount of time, you will write whatever comes to mind that 
your character might say. Let the writing flow naturally, and don’t edit as you go. Once you’re done, 
you may have learned your character’s speech habits or even new details about their identity that you 
hadn’t known before. You can also try adding two characters to a scene—say a diner, or a crime 
scene—and have them talk to see where it leads. 
 

Eavesdropping 
 

In Imaginative Writing, Janet Burroway explains that “a character’s voice is chosen mimicry.”8 Your 
own voice is unavoidable, but you want your characters to sound authentic and not entirely like you. 
Eavesdropping is a technique you can use to craft authentic dialogue by becoming aware of speech 
patterns, vocabulary choices, habits, and actions. Knowing how speech works in real life can benefit 
your dialogue. How do arguments start? How do they progress? How does a shy person order 
coffee? How does someone complain about their order? How do the people around them react? 
The amount of data you can get is endless. 
 
A key distinction to make is that dialogue is not real-life speech—it is stylized and merely feels like 
real-life speech. Eavesdropping will help you brainstorm and observe different social interactions, 
but mimicking exact conversations will hurt your dialogue. Take the interesting bits from 
eavesdropping and leave the rest. 
  

Subverting Expectations 
 

A lot of times in both stories and dialogue, you’re being led down a path that’s predictable. There 
are two techniques that James Scott Bell calls “Flipping the Obvious” and “Off the Nose,” which 
address this issue.9 
 
“Flipping the Obvious” is a writing exercise that you would employ when your dialogue is going in 
an obvious direction. Start by finding a new line of dialogue from another source, be it a random 
page in a book, a line from a movie, or a line from a conversation you’ve overheard. Then, adjust the 

                                                
8 Janet Burroway, “Character Voice,” Imaginative Writing: The Elements of Craft, (Boston: Pearson, 2015), 53-54. 
9 Bell, 66, 80 
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dialogue to incorporate this new line. This helps develop new dynamics for your character and 
subverts readers’ expectations. It might also make for memorable scenes or comedic moments in 
your story. 
  
The other technique that Bell explains is “Off the Nose,” which is used to subvert expectations by 
shifting direction in dialogue, as opposed to inserting a new line from other material. Here’s my 
example of that technique: 
 

“Jill, I love you so much.” 
“How much?” 
“Enough to vomit.” 
 

Cut the Fluff 
 

A good way to get to the point is by cutting unnecessary descriptors. William Zinsser said it best in 
his book, On Writing Well: “We are a society strangling in unnecessary words, circular constructions, 
pompous frills, and meaningless jargon.” Cutting the fluff makes your dialogue stronger and helps 
you get to the core of what you want to say. 
 
 

C O N C L U S I O N  
 

You don’t have to learn everything at once; in fact, that’d be overwhelming. Try out a few of these 
techniques at a time and experiment with them. It’s useful to think about the big picture, because 
conversation is just one aspect of a story, and other aspects bleed into it. Dialogue takes time to 
perfect because there’s a lot involved; it’s useful to remember that it won’t be perfect in your first 
draft, and that’s okay. 
 


