
Inadvertent Repetition vs. Intentional Repetition 

No matter how hard we try, writers of all skill levels repeat things: words, concepts, phrases, phrasing 

patterns, and even concepts, usually without noticing—even after several rounds of revision. The reason 

for this is simple: our brains get locked into what we’re writing and we fail to notice that we’ve used the 

same phrasing twice (or more) or repeated a concept. It’s a very simple problem. 

See what I did there? If you didn’t, read that paragraph again. 

It’s easy to do, and easy to miss. 

Let’s see what happened in the second sentence of my introduction. I’ll repost the entire paragraph 

again so you won’t have to toggle between lessons. 

Welcome, students! In this course, we’ll begin to look at something that sneaks and creeps into writing 

and causes problems that you can easily and completely and utterly avoid to make your writing better. 

I’m talking about overwriting, which creeps into writing all the time when you least expect it. This is a 

problem I notice often among authors whom I edit, and I’ve seen it in dozens of books. It’s one of the 

reasons I became an editor. Because I like writers and helping them do their best work. In fact, authors 

are my favorite people, so I love teaching them. I decided to talk about overwriting during this class in 

order to help you during the course of your writing so you don’t do damage to your prose and bore the 

majority of your readers. 

Now let’s play spot the repetition. 

Welcome, students! This week we’ll begin to look at something that sneaks and creeps into writing and 

causes problems that you can easily and completely and utterly avoid to make your writing better. I’m 

talking about overwriting, which creeps into writing all the time when you least expect it. 

Creeps creeped into my writing twice here. The first step to fix this repetition is easy. I can substitute 

one instance with a synonym—like sneaks or slips. Often, however, fixing a problem with repetition isn’t 

as easy as just switching out a word or two. Think of repeated words like a lightning siren. When you 

find them, a thunderstorm of a repeated concept is often close behind. 

Look at the italicized sentence above. It says essentially the same thing the latter part of the first 

sentence does: that overwriting easily slips into prose. I don’t need to say that twice, so my revised 

sentences would now read: 

 Welcome students! This week we’ll look at something that sneaks into writing and causes problems that 

you can easily avoid. I’m talking about overwriting. 

A brief aside here: use discretion when using a thesaurus to find a synonym. Merriam-Webster’s 

thesaurus, for example, lists quite a few alternatives for sneak. Some of them, like skulk and slide could 

have also worked in place of creep. Others, like mooch or shirk would not have. If an alternate word 

sounds wrong to you in any way, don’t use it.  

Deliberate Repetition 

Sometimes, though, you want to repeat a word or phrase for emphasis. Let’s take a look at the following 

examples. 



Lakisha looked down at the package in alarm. It was not a birthday gift. It was not a box of chocolates. 

It was not even her next-door neighbor’s misdelievered mail. 

It was a bomb. 

Here, our hypothetical author has repeated it was to set up a rhythm and reflect the tension in the 

situation in their syntax. This repetition serves a clear purpose and probably shouldn’t be rewritten. 

But what about less obvious examples? 

Smiling, Sally gave Xenia a cordial embrace. “You’re in danger,” she whispered. “Follow me if you want 

to live.” She stepped back and smiled, nodding to her. “The roses are beautiful this time of year. Would 

you like to see our garden?” She nodded toward the french doors leading out onto the porch. 

Nodding, Xenia took her arm and followed her across the room. 

Do we really need so much smiling and nodding in this paragraph? 

Well, that depends on what you’re trying to accomplish. If you want to say that Sally smiles at Xenia 

both before hugging her and then pulls back and does so again, keeping both “smile” conjugations may 

get your point across. However, doing so may also catch a reader’s attention and make them think 

they’ve spotted an editorial mistake. 

Let’s say you want Sally to smile twice. To make this look like deliberate repetition, you’d need to 

indicate that. For example:  

Smiling, Sally gave Xenia a cordial embrace. “You’re in danger,” she whispered. “Follow me if you want 

to live.” She stepped back, and her flat expression pulled into a smile again as she nodded. 

If this truly was an error, you would need to decide when to have Sally smile and delete one of them. 

Between them, our two characters nod three times in two paragraphs. Are all three of these essential? 

In my opinion, no. While people do, indeed, nod a lot, one must remember that stories do not function 

quite like real life does. Our lives can be random and needlessly repetitious, but a story cannot. As such, 

I would recommend deleting one of the nods and changing to something like this: 

She stepped back and smiled. “The roses are beautiful this time of year. Would you like to see our 

garden?” She nodded toward the french doors leading out onto the porch. 

Nodding in return, Xenia took her arm and followed her across the room. 

Now, does this mean you can never include repetition in your writing or have a character who is wordy 

or grammatically imprecise? Not at all! Repetition, when done with intent and to emphasize a point, is a 

great literary technique. Likewise, even people who write succinctly and without egregious grammatical 

errors often don’t speak in the same way. It’s just part of being human. If changing your character’s 

wordy phrasing changes their voice or something inherent to their personality, then you should leave it 

(unless it happens so often that it becomes distracting). We’ll cover overwriting as it relates to dialogue 

in a later lesson. 

Homework 



Now it’s your turn to give this a try. Rewrite these, or leave them alone if you think they read smoothly 

and without unnecessary repetition. Be sure to explain your answers. Beware, though. A few tricky 

examples may lurk below! 

1. Antonia didn’t know what to do. If she called a Lyft, she would be out twenty dollars. If she 

waited for the bus, she might not know when it was coming. If she walked to the party, she 

might be late. If she just stood there pondering the best course of action, she would definitely 

be late, however. Sighing, she took out her phone and brought up the ap. 

 

2. On the one hand, Jamison could call Mai and be forced to endure an hour-long lecture about 

responsibility and punctuality. On the other hand, he could not call and endure a two-hour-long 

lecture about ignoring her when he saw her at work tomorrow. On the other other hand, he 

could just go over to her house and apologize in person. On the other other, other hand…. He 

sighed. Now he was running out of hands. 

 

3. Alexa woke Mai up at two a.m. laughing creepily. Mai stared at the small device and laughed 

right back.  

 

“You will never believe what happened last night,” she told Jamison the next morning. “Alexa 

did it again. She woke me up laughing that weird way again.” 

 

Jamison chuckled. “So what did you do?” 

 

Mai snickered. “I laughed right back at her.” 

 

4. “All right,” Xenia told Sally when they reached the garden. She crossed her arms over her chest 

and looked the other woman over. “You said my life’s in danger. How?” 

 

Sally looked Xenia over a moment before responding. “You worked for Chemicals, Ltd. before 

Bill Chang was forced to retire, didn’t you?” Her tone was quizzical, as if she didn’t know the 

answer. 

 

“Yes,” Xenia said hesitantly, drawing out the word as she crossed her arms. “And?” 

 

“And,” Sally continued, “you don’t find the circumstances of his retirement…suspicious?” 

 

“Dunno,” Xenia said. “I mean, it’s not as if plebians like me got any details.” 

 

“Oh, my dear,” Sally said with a chuckle. “You really are naïve. The fact you didn’t get any details 

should have been your first clue that something was wrong. Oh, you know,” she continued 

when Xenia only looked her over in confusion, “usually the rumor mill starts churning whenever 

there’s a scandal. But this time, there was only silence, right?” 

 

“Right,” Xenia said after a moment. “But, I mean, it’s not as if we have a lot of time to gossip in 



the lab.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


