
	
Time	Management	

Your	first	goal	 in	telling	a	story	 is	to	give	the	time	of	 its	happening.	The	time	
anchors	your	story	in	place,	and	starting	from	this	anchor	you	weave	the	chain	
of	events	that	follows.	The	opening	sentence	or	paragraph	also	might	locate	the	
events	geographically,	and	in	logical	order	answer	four	questions	already	in	the	
mind	of	the	reader:	Who?	What?	When?	Where?	
	
Why	the	Time	Element	is	Important	
	
The	overused	way	of	beginning	a	child’s	story	provides	a	good	example:	“Once	
upon	 a	 time,	 in	 a	magnificent	 castle,	 there	 lived	 a	 beautiful	 princess,	who	was	
very	lonely.”	The	opening	paragraph	answers	all	four	questions	in	precise	order.	
The	reader	knows	that	the	story	will	continue	to	tell	us	what	happened	to	break	
the	loneliness	of	the	lovely	princess.	
	
It	doesn’t	matter	if	you	are	writing	a	novel	or	a	sentence,	or	any	form	of	writing	
between	 the	 two.	 The	 reader	 is	 lost	 at	 sea	 until	 you	 have	 revealed	 the	 who,	
what,	when	and	where	to	anchor	your	story	in	place.	
	
As	a	skilled	writer,	you	can	conquer	and	evade	the	rules	of	writing,	and	choose	
to	 lead	your	 readers	 through	an	 interesting	 labyrinth	of	 storylines	before	you	
answer	these	four	questions.	If	you	choose	not	to	reveal	the	element	of	time	in	
the	opening	paragraphs,	it	must	follow	soon	after.	
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How	do	you	show	how	much	time	has	passed?		

Events	 happen,	 characters	 develop,	 and	 so	 time	 flows.	 But	 as	 your	 story	
stretches	across	days,	weeks	and	years,	 it’s	 impossible	to	write	every	moment.	
So	how	do	you	skip	or	gloss	over	all	those	parts	you	don’t	need	to	describe?	

Summaries,	flashbacks	and	scene	breaks	are	the	answer.	But	have	you	mastered	
them	all?	Do	you	know	how	to	use	them	and	still	keep	your	reader	engaged	and	
grounded?	

1.	Summarise	events	
Many	 are	 familiar	 with	the	 difference	 between	 summary	 and	scene	 writing,	
but	sometimes	 it’s	not	 so	 easy	 to	 identify.	 Summaries	 skim	 through	 events,	
not	providing	 enough	 information	 for	 readers	to	 completely	 visualise	 the	
actions	 in	 their	mind.	 Scene,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 is	 the	 complete	 opposite	 of	
summary.	

Scenes	are	a	more	moment-by-moment,	detailed	showing	of	events.	Scenes	also	
include	dialogue	and	non-paraphrased	thoughts,	which	summaries	don’t.		

A	 summary	could	be	as	 simple	as:	 “She	 travelled	by	 train.”	There	 is	no	detail	
about	 what	 she	 did	 on	 the	 train,	 what	 the	 train	 looked	 like	 –	it’s	 a	 simple	
telling.	You	could	surround	these	four	words	with	dialogue	and	scene	writing,	
but	they	are	still	a	summary.	

2.	State	the	time	
Stating	the	time	is	a	small,	necessary	step	to	keep	your	reader	grounded	in	the	
story.	You	should	let	them	know	either	the	current	time	or	how	much	time	has	
passed	whenever	you	summarise,	skip	time,	or	move	back	in	time.	
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Use	transitional	time	words	
Starting	new	scenes	with	phrases	such	as	“the	next	day”	or	“a	week	before	the	
party”	is	a	clear	way	of	stating	the	current	time.	Transitional	words	and	phrases	
give	context	to	the	new	scene	by	comparing	it	to	a	time	the	reader	is	familiar	
with	–	the	previous	 scene	or	 a	pre-established	event.	A	quick	 search	will	 give	
you	 a	 whole	 list	 of	 different	 time	transition	 words	 that	 you	 can	 alternate	
between	to	keep	a	sense	of	time	flowing	for	your	reader.	
	
Include	time	markers	
Time	markers	are	any	descriptive	details	that	indicate	time	has	passed.	Ideally	
you’ll	also	want	them	to	flag	how	much	time	has	passed.	These	markers	can	be	
a	reference	to	the	time	or	date,	a	season	change,	holidays	and	festivals,	or	even	
character	age.	
	
The	stark	ice-gloved	twigs	of	the	cherry	tree	were	dark	against	the	snow.”	—	Caro	
Clarke	
	
When	 you	 next	 come	 across	 a	 time	 jump	 in	 a	 book,	 check	 how	 quickly	the	
author	places	a	time	marker.	More	often	than	not,	you’ll	find	something	within	
the	 first	 two	 sentences.	Because	 so	 many	 different	 details	 can	 be	 associated	
with	time,	authors	can	use	this	technique	again	and	again	with	subtlety.	
	
Mark	when	little	time	passes	
If	 your	 story	 is	 hundreds	 of	 pages	 long	 but	 only	 covers	 a	 short	 period	 of	
characters’	 lives,	be	sure	to	regularly	remind	the	reader	of	how	little	 time	has	
passed.	Humans	are	very	aware	of	time,	and	if	your	reader’s	assumption	of	time	
is	wrong,	 they’re	missing	 part	 of	 the	 story.	Often	 in	 these	 situations	 a	 lot	 of	
events	happen	very	quickly.	
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3.	Master	flashbacks	
Rather	than	summarising	backstory,	or	dropping	it	into	dialogue,	some	writers	
reveal	 it	 in	 scenes	 called	 flashbacks.	This	 enables	 the	writer	 to	 create	 a	more	
vivid	 and	 emotional	 character	 backstory.	 When	 using	 flashbacks,	 always	
remember	when	the	main	story	is.	If	you’re	turning	to	flashbacks	because	there	
isn’t	enough	emotion	or	tension	in	the	present,	you	may	be	writing	the	wrong	
story.	

Another	 common	 mistake	 is	 using	 flashbacks	too	 often,	 or	 too	 soon.	 With	
the	main	tension	in	the	present	story,	readers	won’t	thank	you	for	dragging	the	
action	out	with	lots	of	flashbacks.	

Flashbacks	 should	 also	 be	 avoided	 within	 the	 first	 few	 chapters,	 as	 readers	
won’t	be	invested	enough	in	the	present	to	care	about	the	past.	

4.	Trigger	Your	Time	Jumps	
When	you	skip	a	period	of	time,	or	go	back	in	time,	lead	into	the	jump	with	a	
trigger.	This	trigger	can	be	anything	–	an	object,	a	sensory	item	such	as	a	colour	
or	smell,	a	line	of	dialogue,	or	simply	something	embedded	in	the	narration.	It	
serves	as	a	link	to	the	time	of	the	next	scene.	

5.	Separate	Time	Periods	
When	skipping	over	time,	you	must	insert	some	sort	of	break.	This	break	could	
be	the	end	of	a	scene,	chapter,	section	or	a	book.	When	using	flashbacks,	it	isn’t	
necessary	 to	 use	 a	 break	 to	 separate	 the	 past	and	 present,	 but	 it	 is	
recommended.		
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