
BUILDING A CHARACTER 
 
Character 
1. Write a one-page summary sheet about the main character 
(and later, each of the key characters) that tells: 

• The character’s name 
• A one-sentence summary of the character’s storyline 
• The character’s motivation (what does he/she want 

abstractly?) 
• The character’s goal (what does he/she want 

concretely?) 
• The character’s conflict (what prevents him/her from 

reaching this goal?) 
• The character’s epiphany (what will he/she learn, how 

will he/she change? 
• A one-paragraph summary of the character’s storyline 

 
2 Define the setting or initial scene.  

• Exercise: 
 
3 Start with the five W's and one H, as a journalist would, 
and work from there: 

• Who, what, when, where and how... 
Education, school, occupation, workplace, purpose, 
Conflict, dilemma, opportunity, choices/actions 
(benefits and consequences), health, sexuality, 
mentality, stages of life, danger, triumph/defeat, 
growth/decay, death,...  

• Exercise: 
 
4 Think creatively. Read and reflect. Change is good.  
 
5 Identify an archetype/pattern for the character.  
Characters begin as archetypes, and then became more 
defined as the stories get fleshed out. 
A pattern includes a culture and the individual traits 
(common/everyman or heroic, tyrannical, superman or ogre).  

• Exercise: 
 
6 Add specific characteristics.  

• Exercise: 
 
7 Define your character's purpose or goal.  
How do your characters deal with the inevitable obstacles 
that stand between them and their aims? What will most 
clearly define them?  



In complex stories these might cross repeatedly, with the 
motivations and accomplishments of some characters getting 
in the way of others, generating further action and twists, 
and cumulatively raising the stakes.  
 
7 Give them attitude.  
Make a list of likes and dislikes, and make sure the list 
is balanced. In other words, don't have 10 dislikes to 
every one like or vice versa. Even the crankiest characters 
like something, even if it's just their mirror. 
 
A character's attitude is likely made up of complementary 
traits, which can lead to actions that are unexpected and 
could change the audience's perception of your character. 
For example, the character that loves freedom is likely to 
dislike authority; if they like rich cakes or flashy cars, 
they're unlikely to respect frugality or restraint. If your 
character is merciless, but unexpectedly rescues a helpless 
child from a burning building, the audience is forced to 
rethink his character completely. 
 
8 Give your character quirks.  
 
9 Give your character a home—with a mirror.  
 
10 Work out their fears, weaknesses, motivations and 
biggest secrets.  
 
11 Take mannerisms and features from people around you.  
 
12 Associate symbolic archetypes.  

• A rose blooms briefly, but people adore them. 
• A snake is volatile and can strike without warning. 
• Stone buildings are solid and resistant to change. 
• Thunderstorms are violent, but presage a surge of 

growth to come. 
• A sharp sword is even a danger to the hand that wields 

it. 
 
13 Role play as your character. 
	  


