
Adverbs 

I have a confession. I’m not the kind of editor who believes adverbs are the work of the devil and that 

99.99999999 percent of them must be exorcized. They’re a part of speech just like nouns, verbs, 

conjunctions, and so on; our ancestors would not have created them if they had no purpose. They are 

not the equivalent of a grammatical error or a forgotten part of language, like the informal second-

person pronouns thee, thou, and thine. 

Adverbs have a bad reputation because they can be used and abused with ease, when fewer words or 

more descriptive words would do the same work. This makes them a bit like garlic: not at all bad, but a 

few of them go a long way.  

They can also be a sign of overwriting. 

If you need a review about parts of speech—or mix up the definitions, which let me tell you, happens to 

the best of us—this is the definition of an adverb: A word that modifies a verb or an adjective. It typically 

ends in -ly, though some adverbs are sneakier (e.g. someplace, awhile, quite.). We will deal with -ly 

adverbs first, because those are usually the ones editors and authors target for deletion.  

Let’s look at a few sample sentences that use unnecessary adverbs. 

Cassie ran quickly down the road. 

The adverb in this sentence is redundant because running by definition would involve speed. If Cassie 

was hurrying along but at a slower pace, we would use a different verb: trotted, jogged, speed-walked, 

etc. Thus, we have no need to keep this adverb.  

Sometimes adverbs turn a sentence into a multiple-car pileup: 

Worriedly, Cassie ran quickly down the road, breathing rapidly, searing her throat painfully. If she 

missed the bus, she would be dreadfully late for school and doubly in trouble with her mother. 

Yikes. 

I admit, I exaggerated the problem in this example for effect; often abuse of adverbs is subtler than that. 

But I overused them here to show the ease with which adverbs can start to pile up without helping a 

sentence. Think of them like eating a box of Twinkies. They may seem like a good idea at first, but 

they’re filling your sentence with empty calories. 

All of these adverbs can either be deleted or rewritten. First, worriedly can go because the fact Cassie 

fears missing the bus is already clear. She dreads being late for school and getting in trouble with her 

mom. Rapidly and painfully can go because the fact her breath sears her throat means that she is 

breathing fast and that breathing fast hurts (if you’ve ever sprinted when not quite up to the task, you 

probably know just what the searing pain of air going down your throat feels like, as most people 

probably do). The fact she will be late is already clear without dreadfully. As for doubly, this is an unclear 

adverb. If the author means that Cassie will be late and be in trouble with her mother, this can be 

rephrased to eliminate the adverb. If they mean Cassie is already in trouble with her mother and will be 

in even more trouble after being late, this can also be reworded without the adverb. 

We can rephrase this sentence in several ways. Here are two possibilities. 



Cassie ran down the road panting, her breath searing her throat. If she missed the bus, she would be late 

for school and in even more trouble with her mother. 

Cassie ran down the road, her rapid breaths searing her throat. If she missed the bus, she would be late 

for school and in trouble with her mother again. 

Adverbs ending in -ly also run the risk of sounding repetitive and drawing attention to themselves 

because of their similar ending. Go back and read the paragraph about Cassie again. Notice how the -lys 

start to set up a rhythm that pulls you in? If you noticed that, a reader will likely notice too. 

Non -ly verbs can be problematic if they do the same thing. 

Cassie was often late for school. She missed the bus every day. 

Particularly if they’re multiple words, or even phrases. 

Mako was lying. In truth, he really did want another slice of pizza. (“In truth” modifies “didn’t want.”) 

Adverbs as intensifiers: to use or not to use? 

An intensifier is an adverb that merely ups the ante of a verb. Sometimes they can be quite sneaky. Look 

at that previous sentence, for example. Quite’s only function there is to show that intensifiers are better 

than many adverbs at sneaking into a sentence. Some other examples of intensifiers are pretty, quite, 

very; some -ly adverbs like amazingly, radically, or astonishingly; and some creative slang words like 

hella (“Those shoes are hella cool.”) or totes (“That haircut is totes awesome.”) 

So are intensifiers overwriting? I diverge from many editors here in saying they are fine to use—

sparingly. Sometimes, we only want to express that something is, say, not only good, but better than 

good; or not only terrible but worse than terrible, and an intensifier is the easiest way to do that. After 

all “sneaky” by itself doesn’t, to me, convey the high degree of sneakiness intensifiers have when 

creeping into a sentence. I could use another word, perhaps, but if sneaky conveys my point better than 

any other choices, an intensifier may be my best option. 

But beware: intensifiers can become confusing when amplifying a word. Let’s look at every editor’s most 

hated adverb, very, as an example. 

Timmy was very tired when he got home from practice. 

How tired is “very” tired? So tired he was falling asleep on the bus ride home and barely makes it into 

the house before passing out on the floor? Yawning but still able to get himself a soda and watch some 

cartoons before bed? Feeling worn out but ready to go again after a short nap? We don’t know. Very 

tries to be an intensifier here, but it doesn’t give us a clear picture of how Timmy is feeling. And while 

sentences that follow this could explain, would you want to wait that long to give your reader a clearer 

picture? 

When to use adverbs in general 

 

 



The best way to avoid overwriting with adverbs is to use them consciously and deliberately—not only 

when few other words would suffice, but when your other options are wordy or even a little 

nonsensical. 

Let’s take consciously and deliberately here. I could take them out and reword that sentence, but most 

of the options I can see offhand would sound wordy, informal, or just plain odd. 

The best way to avoid overwriting with adverbs is to use them with deliberation and consideration. 

That…wasn’t quite what I meant, and sounds informal to the point of ridiculousness to me. (And 

consideration for what? This “fix” has actually made the sentence less clear.) 

The best way to avoid overwriting with adverbs is to use them in moderation.  

Yes, true, but not at all what I meant! 

A judicious use of adverbs is the best way to avoid overwriting when using them. 

That works, but again, the meaning identical to my original.  

I haven’t seen this view anywhere before, but I’m of the opinion that adverbs are often one key 

difference between an informal phrasing and a more formal one. I think my rewrites above, for example, 

are a bit too stately. So if you’re not trying for a formal tone in your writing, nuking your adverbs may 

have the opposite effect of what you want. No matter what our English teachers tell us, people just use 

adverbs a lot—when writing and particularly when speaking. (See what I did with that intensifier there?) 

So booting nearly all of them out of your story may make it come across as too polished. You are, of 

course, the final authority on your writing and the only one who can make this call, but I think this 

observation is too important not to include in this lesson. 

Sometimes just letting adverbs out to play is the best thing you can do for a sentence. Just make sure 

they’re not the equivalent of a Twinkie in the middle of your otherwise healthy prose.  

 

 

 

 


