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Lesson 4 …..How to make your characters believable….. 
(Lesson 4 – character studies  &   Lesson 5 – relationships) 

 

 

First of all, who are they, and why do they have PTSD?  

Statistics from 2009 to give you some ideas – yes, that is eleven years ago so it is fairly safe to 

assume most of these numbers would be much higher today due to greater awareness and seeking 

of help.  

PTSD  OCCURRENCE within specific groups 

Suburban police  13% 

Firefighters   15% 

Military Veterans  30% 

Rape of Adults  36% 

Battered Women   45% 

Abused Children  50% 

 

Statistics & Benefits of TL1 | TraumaLine1 

 

https://www.ptsd.va.gov/understand/common/common_adults.asp  

 

 

 

Character studies/sketches/profiles (whichever label you prefer) 
 

In order to set your characters up to have PTSD, they must first be well-rounded people so they 

are MORE than a diagnosis. They need flaws, strengths, weaknesses, and history, just like 

anyone else.   

You need to build them a history, even if it never leaves your file labeled character backstory, 

and is never shared with your readers.   

YOU need to know WHY this person suffers in the way they do. 

http://www.traumaline1.com/node/74
https://www.ptsd.va.gov/understand/common/common_adults.asp
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YOU need to know HOW it has changed their lives. 

YOU need to understand WHAT thoughts, feelings, and reactions they may have at 

any given time. 

Most of what you NEED, is buried within the character’s history, so that’s where you 

need to start. 

 

WAIT!!!  If you’re a pantser, and beginning to hyperventilate, stop and take a deep breath.  

I’m not asking you to p-l-o-t… Oh man, even the word gives me hives …   

If you are a pantser, go ahead and write your story first. THEN, before you go back in for—if 

you’re like me—your first, second, third, and fourth rewrite and editing passes—sit down and do 

your character sketches/profiles.  

Trust me. It will help. And even if you know your characters intimately, you may be surprised at 

their answers to some of the questions. 

 

Childhood 
 

1. What was/is her family situation like? 
 

a. 2 parents? 1 parent? Steps? 

b. Was she adopted? At birth? Later?  

c. Is she a woman of color? 

d. Is her family racist? 

e. What kind of work did her parents do? 

f. Did she have a stay at home mom?  

g. Siblings? Older? Younger? Steps? 

h. Was she that people pleasing, forgotten middle child? 

i. Were her grandparents part of her life? Were there two? Four? More? 

j. Aunts and Uncles part of the scene? 

k. Did she grow up with religion? Church? Sunday school? 

l. Were politics a part of her family life? 

m. Were her parents strict? Lenient?  

n. Does she identify as female? 

o. Does her sexuality conflict with society’s archaic norms? 
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p. Is she in the closet? 

q. Does her family accept her as she is?  

r. Is she openly part of the LGBTQ+ community? 

s. How did her parents’ working lives affect the family? Were they in law enforcement? 

Medicine? The circus? Were they military? Religious? Missionaries? Educators? 

Farmers? Etc… 

t. Was she expected to work on the family farm? 

u. Was she expected to get a job while still in school? 

v. Was she expected to get a college education? 

w. Was she expected to go into the military? Army? Navy? Air Force? Medic? 

x. Was she expected to marry her childhood sweetheart and have a family? 

 

 And where am I going with this kind of background? Why bother?  

 

Well, when your character is having a really bad day, and does something freaking 

awesome like reaching for help, or helping herself in some other way, you’ll have a good 

idea who she will or won’t reach out to and where she will or won’t go.  

 

Examples:  

o She could call an aunt she used to visit once a month. One with a quiet rural home, 

and an old sheepdog your character used to snuggle with when she was upset 

because her parents were fighting about her father’s drinking. 

o She might call her sister, who was her best buddy forever. They can talk about 

anything. 

o Maybe she’ll wish she could have a dog in her apartment because she remembers 

how free she used to feel when she and her childhood dog roamed the woods at her 

step-grandpa’s place. 

o She may use visualization techniques—like being back in her childhood tree fort—to 

get her through hard times 

o She’ll try to distract herself by thinking about the days when all the kids in the 

neighborhood got to play in the big sprinklers the fire department set up on street 

corners 

o Maybe she’ll go to a church because that’s where she always felt safe when she was 

a child. 

o Maybe she will reach out to others in the LGBTQ community that has embraced her. 

o She might avoid hospitals because she remembers being there when her mom died 

o She could even find someone to have a heated political conversation with because 

that reminds her of childhood dinners with the whole family around the table. 

… you get my drift. This will help you build a fully rounded character, and not just a tortured soul. 
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2. What did she do for fun, entertainment, hobbies, etc 
 

a. There are a gazillion things to choose from here, so I’ll just list a few to get your own 

creative juices flowing  

a. Riding – bikes, horses, motorbikes, dirt bikes 

b. Sports – football, baseball, soccer, tennis, skiing, skating, track and field 

c. Sewing, knitting, crocheting, needlepoint 

d. Puzzles and games 

e. 4H, Brownies, Girl Guides, Scouts… 

f. Collecting: dolls, model cars, stamps, sports memorabilia,  

g. Kite flying, Frisbee, lawn darts, horseshoes 

h. Dance: modern, ballet, ballroom, Irish, Scottish… 

i. Climbing trees, building forts, war games 

j. Online gaming (I have no clue about this stuff) 

 

3. Location/s  
 

a. Did she grow up in a big city? A small town? On a farm? On a mountain? On base/s? On a 

boat? In a foreign country? 

b. Did her family move around and maybe she never felt like she belonged? 

c. Did she have the same friends from grade one to grade twelve or did she never go to the 

same school for more than a year or two? 

d. Did she crave the ocean, mountains, or the big sky of the prairies? 

e. Do palm trees mean home, or vacation to her? 

f. Was she an army brat, moving from base to base and never making real friends? Or was that 

why she learned to get a quick sense of people and make friends fast and easily? 

 

4. Weather 
 

a. Was she used to four seasons? Is snow familiar?  

b. Is sunshine an everyday occurrence or is she used to rain for days on end like I am in the 

Pacific Northwest? 

c. Is she used to thunderstorms? Do they signal real worry or just a reason to stay indoors for a 

while? 
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a. Did she grow up somewhere that natural disasters were commonplace and she had 

to always be aware of the possibilities or how to respond? Somewhere specific like a 

hurricane area, tornado alley, or an earthquake zone maybe?  

 

 Again, why is this important?  

 

o Well, if you know she grew up in say, Michigan, she could have a comparison 

thought like – This is just one crappy day to get through... Not nearly as awful as 

being trapped indoors with my crazy mother during a five day snow storm. 

o Or… the thundering in her head took her back to the days she’d huddle in the 

bathtub while a tornado roared through their town. She’d been alone because her 

mom was at work. Had to drag the mattress from her bed and pull it over top of her 

and the cat, just the way her dad taught her the week before he was deployed.  

 

 

 

Adulthood 
 

1. Family 
 

Does she still have the same setup as when she was a kid? If not, how has it changed? 

a. Who’s dead or moved away, or estranged?  

b. Who’s too busy for her now?  

c. Who’s always there no matter what?  

d. Who is worrying about her? 

e. Who’s avoiding her? 

f. Who is she ashamed to call? 

g. Who does she blame? 

h. Is she married or in a committed relationship? 

i. Does she have in-laws? Kids? Nieces and nephews? Pets? 

j. Has she become the one responsible for her parents? Her grandparents? The children of a 

fallen comrade? 

k. Is she the glue that holds a group of friends together? 
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2. What does she do now for fun, entertainment, hobbies, etc 
 

a. Read 

b. Play sports 

c. Pottery, sewing, knitting, make soap, 

d. Teach crafts to children 

e. Scout leader 

f. Ride – horses, bikes, bicycles 

g. Hike 

h. Hunt, fish 

i. Draw, paint 

j. Write 

k. Cook  

l. Beading 

m. Collecting  

 

 

3. Location  
Is it vastly different from when she was a child? 

a. Does she miss the mountains? The ocean? The prairies? 

b. Does she miss the teeming life of New York? Or the solitude of her family farm? 

c. Is she living where she’s always wanted to live? 

d. Does she even notice her surroundings? 

e. Is she alone in a big rambling house? 

f. Does she feel stifled living in a tiny apartment? 

g. Does her husband or wife want to move to the suburbs, but being in a new area terrifies 

her? 

h. Is she afraid to live alone? 

 

4. Weather 
How does she feel about the climate where she is now? Maybe she 

a. Hates snow?  

b. Hates the rain?  

c. Loves the heat?  

d. Would give anything to drop in the snow and make an angel?  

e. Hates having to put on layers and layers of just to go to the grocery store?  

f. Hates driving in the snow?  
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g. Wishes for just one more snow-day? 

h. Misses the warm of the sun wrapping around her? 

i. Is terrified there will be an earthquake? A tornado? A hurricane? A blizzard? 

 

5. What does your character wish she could have back?  
a. Family?  

b. Friends?  

c. Peacefulness?  

d. The distractions of sports?  

e. A pet’s unconditional love?  

f. Something as simple as the family in the backyard enjoying a barbeque? 

g. Simple pleasures like the sun on her back while pulling weeds from the garden?  

h. A friend for sharing thoughts and feelings, drowning her sorrows with, and just being 

vulnerable with. Someone she can trust completely.  

 

 

One of the coolest things I’ve learned about using character studies, is that when I’m finished a book, I may 

not have used dozens of the things I know about my character, but just knowing has made me write the him 

or her in such a way that my readers get a picture of a fuller, rounder, and more complex person.  

 

Also, when I’m editing and come up against a wall or a plot hole, I can read through my character sketches 

and find things that will either stimulate the changes, or point out that I’ve had my hero/heroine do 

something completely out of character. (And if you’re a plotter this will help when your writing suddenly 

stalls). 

 

Homework 
 

 Go forth and create!  Build and explore. Even if you’re a pantser like me, you can go back in 

afterward and expand the characters you’ve created to make your story not only richer, but 

more authentic. 

 

 You may even find details like little habits or gestures that have been lost in the PTSD, and 

are recognized as missing.  

 


