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Cut the Fluff 
Strategies  
A.   Reduce “fluff” words 

by focusing on Who 
and What. 

B.   Choose meaningful 
verbs a reader can 
visualize. 

C.   Choose specific 
nouns that identify 
“Which one?” 

D.   Start your sentences 
with the important 
words (noun and 
verb). 

 
Before & After  
Before: There are many 
ways a savings account 
can be helpful to people 
who want to create more 
financial security for their 
children. 

After: Savings accounts 
can help new parents 
increase financial 
security. 

Or: New parents can 
increase financial security 
by opening savings 
accounts. 

Both “after” sentences 
feature strong subjects 
and verbs early in the 
sentence. 

                                       

 

 
Move Your Writing Forward  
by Cutting the Fluff 
Workplace writers often feel like their writing is too 
“fluffy,” or contains too many unneeded words. Fluffy 
writing can reduce clarity and frustrate readers as well. 
Fluffy writing can also make your message get stuck, 
waiting for forward movement. 

By ensuring your writing is clear and direct instead of 
fluffy, you can help readers understand exactly what you 
mean, so they can take action accordingly and without 
confusion. Focusing on the words that matter (typically 
nouns and verbs) will help the less important, “fluffy” 
words fall away naturally.  

This means less fretting over wordy writing and less 
editing, because when you focus on the words that 
matter, the little, extraneous words tend to fall away. 

To identify fluffy sentences in need of editing and 
revision, look for wordy writing that gets confusing. Read 
sentences aloud to check for fluff; if you run out of air, 
they may be too wordy. Fluffy sentences also tend to 
have these traits:  
§   A high frequency of “to be” verbs like is, are, was, 

were, will be, has been, will have been 
§   Excessive use of prepositions like on, in, at, by, for 
§   Long, unneeded introductions like “It is important 

to…” or “There are many…” or “In the case of…” 
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STRATEGIES 
Focus on Who and What. 
Just like the viewers of a movie, readers 
of your writing care about plot and action 
too. That is, they care about who’s doing 
something and what they’re doing.  

This means the subject (who) and verb 
(what) are the stars of your sentence. 
Make sure the who and what get ample 
attention by picking clear, easy-to-
visualize subjects and verbs. Instead of “It 
is common to discuss new ideas in team 
meetings,” figure out who the “who” is, 
and add them! For example, try “Team 
members discuss new ideas in meetings.” 

 

Choose meaningful verbs a 
reader can visualize. 
Some verbs say a lot and some verbs say 
a little. To get more bang for your buck 
and thereby reduce extra words, choose 
verbs a reader can “see” in their mind’s 
eye, and avoid “to be.”  

Can you “see” someone “is-ing” or “was-
ing”? How about “had been-ing?” 
Probably not. On the other hand, can you 
“see” someone “advocating” or 
“collaborating”? Definitely.  

Clear, active verbs help readers “see” 
what’s going on in a sentence right away, 
increasing comprehension and helping 
them remember the points you’re making 
in your writing. 

Choose specific nouns that 
identify “Which one?” 
Using overly general nouns or pronouns 
like people, things, they, that, area, factor, 
or place creates more questions for your 
readers, like “Which people?” or “What 
things?” or “Areas where?” Being left with 
questions can be frustrating for readers.  

You can ask yourself questions to identify 
nouns that are not specific enough. If you 
have to ask “Which one?”, you’ve 
probably written too vaguely. Instead of 
people, then, try new employees. This will 
tell your readers which people. 
 

Begin sentences with the 
important words (noun & verb). 
Starting a sentence can be the hardest 
part. That’s why many sentences end up 
with really long, slow beginnings, like 
“The new products that are available 
online have really helped managers keep 
projects organized.” Those managers 
should’ve come up sooner. 

Cut the fluff out of the beginnings of 
sentences by getting to the Who and 
What ASAP. When in doubt, put your 
subject (who) first, and your verb (what) 
second, and go from there. This gives us 
“Managers use new online products to 
keep projects organized.” 

 


