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The no-stress method of showing your main character’s emotions. Tell THEN 

show. 

15 negative emotion ‘tells’ to edit out of your writing. 

WHY? 

Without negative emotion, there’d be no story. We need conflict. We want to 

see your main character struggle. 

Treat your reader to an immersive and individual reading experience. Let them 

use their well-developed powers of grasping subtext to work out what your 

character feels – without having to tell them. 

But if craft issues distract you from writing your story, there’ll be no story. You’ll never get to the 

end of that first draft. You’ll overthink every sentence. 

SO WHAT SHOULD YOU DO? 

Give yourself permission to tell the reader a character’s emotion in your first draft. Let this be your 

placeholder. 

If you know it’s merely a placeholder, there’ll be no need to cringe when you go back through it. 

In fact, save yourself even more discomfort by putting a stepping stone in before you complete a full 

revision. 

Ctrl+f is your friend (Figure 1). Or Ctrl+h (Figure 2) for those of us who still prefer the old method. 

[NB Ctrl+f works on Google Docs too, or ⌘+f on a Mac.] If you’re not keen on shortcuts, use the tool 

located on Word’s Home toolbar.

Figure 1 

 

Figure 2 

 

Do some full-text checks. Be methodical. 
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And fix the blips. 

You know your story well enough to recognise a sentence out of context. When you navigate to the 

offending ‘tell’, take some time to fix the problem by showing readers how the character feels rather 

than telling them, as I’ve demonstrated in Table A. You are creative. You can do this. 

Table A 

Tell Show 

He felt frustrated. He grabbed his coat and left. 

I’m uncomfortable. I swipe my hair away from my forehead.  

She feels sad. She looks away. 

 

If you get stuck, there are resources available to suggest fixes to these tells. Many writers swear by 

Ackerman and Puglisi’s The Emotion Thesaurus. That would be a good place to start. 

Another benefit of the methodical Ctrl+f approach is you’ll avoid the unfortunate by-product of the 

revision process: the introduction of avoidable echoes. 

If you take each emotion one at a time (using Table B as a starting point), you can make sure that 

you include varied fixes to your problems. You don’t want every instance of confusion to be 

illustrated by a character’s slow release of breath, for example. 

Work through the parts of speech you see in Table B to get you started. I have also included some 

spare rows for you to add any extra negative emotion tells I may have missed. This could also be 

used for informal, slang or regional phrases you may have included, such as feeling miffed or pissed 

off, etc. 

Table B 

Infinitive Present participle Past 
participle/adjective 

Abstract noun 

to confuse confusing confused confusion 

to frustrate frustrating frustrated frustration 

to disappoint disappointing disappointed disappointment 

to sadden saddening saddened sadness 

to depress depressing depressed depression 

to worry worrying worried worry 

to frighten frightening frightened fright 

to dread dreading dreaded dread 

to panic panicking panicked panic 

to regret regretting regretted regret 

to feel… ashamed feeling ashamed felt ashamed  shame 

to feel… uncomfortable feeling uncomfortable felt uncomfortable discomfort 

to feel… miserable feeling miserable felt miserable misery 

to feel… angry feeling angry felt angry anger 

to feel … anguish feeling anguished felt anguished anguish 
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How to edit positive emotion ‘tells’ out of your writing. 

It’s the same principle for positive emotions. It’s better to show your readers a character is feeling 

positive than to tell them. 

This advice has been relegated to this latter section as, in my experience, writers seem better at 

show don’t tell where positive emotions are concerned. They are more likely to show us characters’ 

smiles, shining eyes and heads held high. Yet it is worth checking.  

As I’ve already said, don’t worry about tells in your first draft. Just get them down. Then spend some 

time thinking about the range of positive emotions felt by characters in your story. Complete Table C 

to note down positive emotions and their respective parts of speech. 

Use Ctrl+f to work methodically through these one-by-one to reassure yourself that, wherever 

possible, you’ve shown rather than told. 

Make sure you look for standard English positive emotion tells – for example, ‘excitement’ – as well 

as informal, slang or regional words and phrases, such as feeling ‘chuffed’. 

Table C 

Infinitive Present participle Past 
participle/adjective 

Abstract noun 

Example    

to feel happy feeling happy felt happy happiness 

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

 

Key takeaways 

It’s advisable to show readers rather than tell them how a character is feeling. This allows for a more 

immersive and individual experience as readers form their own interpretations. 

However, show don’t tell is subjective and needs a nuanced approach. There might be something 

about the point of view or narrative style that necessitates the occasional tell. 

As indie authors, you have the final say on what stays and goes. Like it? Keep it. 

How can an editor help? 

A line editor will be on the lookout for stray instances of telling and will flag these for your 

consideration. They may make suggested fixes which you’ll be able to accept, reject or tweak as you 

see fit. 

I make targeted stylistic refinements such as these as part of the Cherry Edits line and copyediting 

package. For more details of what’s included, see Cherry Edits Service Packages. 
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