
Fast & Easy Conflict                                     Mia Zachary© (http://www.miazachary.com) 

                                                                                                                              August 2003 

 

P a g e  | 1 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the  

Romance Writers of America®. 

 

Copyright (c) 2001-2013, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

 

Thank you for inviting me to work with you all this coming week. We're going to be 

discussing FAST & EASY CONFLICT, which involves a lot of character development 

and a little plotting. Whether you're in the middle of a work in progress or just starting a 

new project, it will make things a lot easier if you all have a strong sense of your main 

characters before we start. So here's the FIRST ASSIGNMENT- At the very least, decide 

the following for your hero and heroine: 

NAME 

PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION 

OCCUPATION 

TYPE OF FAMILY [complete, single parent, relative?] 

DETAILS ABOUT FAMILY [closeknit, estranged, etc] 

BIRTH ORDER 

First Borns- responsible, hard working, capable 

Second/ Middle Borns- peacemakers, negotiators 

Youngest Borns- charming, immature, irresponsible 

Only Children- blend of First and Last born, tend to magnify the traits of both 

DOMINANT ATTITUDE [the manner and mind-set the character most often displays] 

Dreamers- exaggerate, broad spectrum, analogies 

Observers- analyze, stand back and stick to facts 

INDIVIDUAL PRIORITY 

Excellence- very demanding of self 

Comfort- not demanding of anyone 
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Pleasing- other people demanding of them 

Control- demanding of others 

CONFLICT RESOLUTION STYLE 

Avoidance- emotionally or even physically withdraw 

Competition-overpower opponents, use force or intimidation 

Compromise- everyone gives up part of goal in search of solutions 

Accommodation- sacrifice entire goal to protect relationship 

Collaboration- look for ways for everyone to win 

FAST & EASY CONFLICT - Intro 

Now that you've done the pre-workshop exercise and know something about your 

characters, let's talk about conflict. What's the first thing that comes to most minds? The 

evening news headline story about the latest insurrection in some foreign country. You 

think conflict, you think war and fighting and battle. Closer to home, you think shouting, 

anger and arguing. 

So the first thing we need to do is go outside of conventional thinking. What editors refer 

to as `conflict' is the belief or perception, event or circumstance that builds obstacles 

between the characters in a story. Start thinking of `conflict' as `opposition' and it will 

make your job as an author much clearer. 

Debra Dixon's Goal, Motivation & Conflict [GMC] diagram works very well for external 

opposition. For internal opposition, I like to use DMO- Desires, Motivations and 

Obstacles. Obstacles are the problems keeping your hero and heroine apart, the thing that 

stops this couple from being totally relaxed with each other, totally committed to each 

other, totally in love with each other.  

Desires + Obstacles = Conflict. 

FAST & EASY CONFLICT - Lecture One 
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External obstacles are pretty self explanatory- the no fraternizing rule at the office; the 

rich father who believes the poor hero isn't good enough for his little girl; the heroine's 

homicide case in which the hero is a suspect. External conflict is the stuff that is outside 

of the character's control but about which they must make decisions and choices. 

External obstacles drive the plotline of the story, but internal obstacles are why the reader 

keeps turning the pages. The internal obstacles have to be real, believable and not easily 

overcome. 

Internal obstacles stem from the characters' personalities, beliefs and life experiences. 

These obstacles are usually emotional in origin, affect their reactions to the other person 

and are only resolved by the characters learning more about each other or themselves. 

In this class we're going to focus on the emotional baggage that makes a character unique 

and worth turning the page for. 

FAST & EASY CONFLICT - Lecture Two and Assignment One 

Everyone has flaws, insecurities, needs and fears. These traits create walls, barriers and 

obstacles that must be overcome before the characters can find true love.  

Here are four sources of internal opposition:  

 Hero vs. Heroine- something of an emotional nature stands between them. This 

is your secret baby; grieving widow(er); suspected infidelity kind of thing.  

 Heroine vs. Self- something in her past keeps her from being intimate. This is 

your Ugly Duckling/ Cinderella; accusation of being frigid/ a tease; career vs. 

family storyline. 

 Hero vs. Self- something in his past or present prevents him for opening up 

emotionally. This is your other side of the tracks; physically wounded or scarred; 

family caretaker at a young age story. 

 Character vs. circumstance- being forced to do something negative in order to 

protect something positive. This is your marriage of convenience; bound by duty 

or dying promise; boss/employee kind of thing. 

[These examples of conflict are just that- examples. Not every one is going to work in 

every story and you don't have to have all of them. If you can make two or more of them 
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work, that's wonderful and will give the reader a multi-layered story. But if any of the 

conflicts types doesn't seem to be working, then maybe it's just plain not working.] 

***************************************************************** 

Assignment 1- Post the main source or sources of opposition from your own work in 

progress. Feel free to ask any questions you may have. 

FAST & EASY CONFLICT - Lecture Three & Assignment Two 

There are five Basic Elements of Opposition, but keep in mind that the perception of 

backstory can develop or change at any time during the story, as the characters discover 

new information.  

1. Backstory- this is everything that happened to your character before the opening 

paragraphs of the book. That's a lot of baggage, but it's vital to developing your 

characters. Backstory is a combination of upbringing, distant events and recent 

events. 

 

For example, from my work in progress, BLACK LACE & A LETTER, my 

heroine Stevie Madison was raised the youngest child and only daughter of 

ambitious social climbers. She often sought parent's approval and acceptance but 

never got it and she was expected to follow a certain path in life but knew it 

wasn't for her. The recent events that shaped Stevie into the woman you meet on 

page one of BLACK LACE include an abusive marriage, alcohol addiction and a 

stalker. [And yet this is a fun and fast paced story, trust me]  

**************************************************************** 

Assignment 2: Briefly post the backstory for one character in a your story. Try to include 

two major events or circumstances that determined who the character is today. 

FAST & EASY CONFLICT - Lecture Four 

Once you’ve nailed down the character’s past, move on to their present. The other four of 

the five elements are: 

1. goal / desire  
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2. motivation  

3. conflict/obstacle  

4. mission  

A Goal is an objective or ambition; something the character has set their mind on 

attaining or achieving. Goals, at least in fiction, are usually urgent and necessary. 

A Desire is more ambiguous. It’s something a character longs for, wishes or wants. 

Unlike Goals, Desires can be tenuous or subconscious. 

In my wip, BLACK LACE, my heroine Stevie’s goal is to do actual investigation work 

instead of her current desk job. Her desires- to keep control of her own life and to be 

accepted for who she is- are the more important things to keep in mind as an author 

because they dictate her every action, decision and reaction. 

If the goal or desire is the ‘what’, then Motivation is the ‘why’. Motivation is very closely 

tied to the character’s backstory, as opposed to the goal itself. For example, doing field 

work would make Stevie’s job more interesting and might pay more money.  

But her real motivation is that she wants to make her own decisions. Additionally, Stevie 

hates to feel controlled or belittled and refuses to be a victim in any way. These often 

subconscious motivations will affect everything she does, especially the way she interacts 

with the hero. 

Again if goals are the ‘what’ and motivations are the ‘why’, then Obstacles are the ‘why 

not’. These are the emotional opposition or physical barriers or circumstantial problems 

that keep the character from getting what they want. Obstacles are the plot points that 

move your story forward. 

In BLACK LACE, the hero’s strong sense of responsibility makes him seem controlling, 

the one thing Stevie can’t tolerate. The stalker is an unknown threat and therefore she has 

no way of taking control, and she feels victimized again. Her past experiences often 

blindside her, wresting away her emotional control. Circumstances require that she go 

into hiding and lay low, which means she can’t tackle the problem head on and make her 

own decisions. 
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To belabor the point, if goals are the ‘what’, motivations are the ‘why’, and Obstacles are 

the ‘why not’, then the Mission is the ‘to hell with that’. The mission is what the 

characters choose to do about their goals and desires.  

Stevie will take every opportunity she gets to show the hero what she’s made of. She 

steals his car and leads the bad guys on a chase though downtown; she uncovers 

information that will reveal why the stalker is after her and she knocks the hero on his 

butt during a sparring match in the gym. Everything she does is dictated by the same 

motivation- to take control of her life. 

FEAST & EASY CONFLICT - Lecture Five and Assignment Three 

We're going to keep going with the third assignment today. Please feel free to post 

examples from your own stories and if you have any questions I'd be happy to try to 

answer them. 

=============================================================== 

Once you've done the GMC/DMO model for one character, if you didn't do so already 

create the same chart for the other protagonist. [And if you want to, you can do this for 

any key secondary characters, like the villain]. 

Look for areas where the characters are in physical or emotional opposition- these will 

lead to the plot points of your story. Ask yourself things like, why does the heroine refuse 

to get emotionally involved with the hero? Why does he refuse to get emotionally 

involved with her?  

Start thinking about how to structure your story so that the hero and heroine are in 

opposition. I don't necessarily mean their goals [she wants to save the ranch, he wants to 

develop condos on the property]. Their backstories can be in opposition as well. 

For example, in BLACK LACE Stevie, as I showed before, comes from a distant, 

ambitious family that refused to believe or help her when she needed them most. My 

hero, on the other hand, is the oldest child and only son of a tight-knit and loving family. 

He has three younger sisters who look to him for guidance and advise, so he's used to 

taking charge and taking responsibility.  
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Can you see how their family history alone puts them in opposition, and that their ways 

dealing with conflicts will be in opposition also? 

FAST & EASY CONFLICT - Lecture Six and Assignment Four 

By now you might have the GMC/DRO all worked out and some scenes playing in your 

head. Now, you need a plot. Plot and story are not the same thing. Plot is just one part of 

a story; it's a series of events linked by either external circumstances or by the character's 

actions. Story is a cohesive frame that binds the theme, premise, events and emotional 

development. 

The Premise is the main idea of the story. Ask yourself what is the central circumstance? 

What's the backbone of the story? What question(s)do you want to answer by the end of 

the book? In RED SHOES the premise is, `Can a woman responsible for the death of a 

police officer find love with an undercover agent?'. In BLACK LACE, the premise is 

`Can a relationship begun in crisis last?'. 

The Theme is the principle or lesson that underlines the overall story. Theme is the 

message you want to tell the reader, the foundation of your entire novel. In my first book, 

RED SHOES & A DIARY, the theme is redemption. Both my hero and heroine feel 

guilty and responsible for tragic events in their past. Their most important actions and 

decisions in the story are motivated by the desire to make amends for a perceived fault. In 

BLACK LACE & A LETTER, the theme is forgiveness. Both the hero and heroine blame 

themselves for past situations when in fact neither was at fault. Once the truth comes to 

light they can forgive themselves and move forward. 

===============================================================

= 

Assignment 4: Post the theme and premise for your work in progress 

QUICK PLOT SKETCHES - Lecture Seven 

Here are the elements of plot: backstory, plot points & turning points, black moment, 

reunion/ resolution. 
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Backstory - We covered this briefly but for the purposes of this section, focus on these 

issues: What do they most value? What are they most afraid of? What will they fight to 

protect or fight to avoid? 

Plot Points - Turning Points are Plot Points, but not all plot points are turning points. A 

plot point is an event or situation that moves the story forward. In romance they might be 

the set-up, the meeting, the first awareness, the first touch, the first kiss, etc. 

A Turning Point is a major event or a complication that forces the character make a 

decision and possibly change direction. It shifts the story down a different road than 

anticipated [by the character, at least. Romance readers know what’s coming <g>]. Some 

examples of emotional turning points are the first realization of being in love, the first 

consummated love scene, the first declaration of love. 

QUICK PLOT SKETCHES - Lecture Eight and Assignment Five 

The First Turning Point is the Plan or Decision the character makes that commits them 

to a course of action. [In a Blaze, for example, the first turning point is when the hero and 

heroine agree to explore the sexual attraction between them.] It works best if it falls at the 

end of chapter three or four [to grab the editor’s attention and get them to ask for the full 

manuscript]. 

The Mid-Point is the Reversal. [Again in a Blaze, this is the moment when the 

characters realize there’s more than just physical chemistry – there’s also an emotional 

connection.] The mid-point usually precedes the first love scene. The Third Turning Point 

might be foreshadowed by a minor defeat and renewal of trust, but this is the Real Test 

that causes the characters to separate physically, emotionally or both. It’s the point of 

contention over which neither character is willing to compromise. 

The Black Moment seems self-explanatory but it’s taken me years to understand what is 

really means. The black moment is not necessarily a huge, furious argument. It’s not 

necessarily the moment when the villain gets the upper hand. This is where two people 

who love each other realize that love isn’t always enough. This is the point where it 

seems the obstacles standing between them are too big to overcome and there’s no way 

they can be together. 

Reunion and Resolution. These two words are the heart of Romance novels. This is 

what the reader has been waiting for the last couple hundred pages so put as much 
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thought, if not more, into this element as you did into your setup. What changes? What 

guides the character’s decision to try one last time and to make sacrifices in order to win 

back the person they love? What realizations about themselves and each other lead to the 

Happy Ever After? 

===============================================================

== 

Assignment 5- Take a look at the conflict you created for your hero and heroine and jot 

down some ideas for how to show these conflicts in the plot points and turning points of 

the story. Feel free to post a rough outline of these events in order to get feedback from 

the class. 

NOTE- This is an involved assignment so we'll work on this both Thursday and Friday, 

leaving Saturday for Q&A 

 


