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Story Structure: Character 

 

 

Creating believable, sympathetic characters is the “lifeblood” of a story. Readers can be caught 

up in a good plot, but it is the characters that pull at their emotional heartstrings and involve them 

in the action and the outcome of the story.  

 

Lisa Cron in her book, Wired for Story says it best:  

 

Because stories are about people, the things that happen to them, and how they react to it.  [p. 

121] 

 

Whether you use charts, write biographies or conduct interviews with your fictional characters, at 

some point it is critical to concisely define your character in a clear, single sentence statement.  

 

Who is this person and why are they so special? 

 

Please note I refer to both the heroine and the hero, who often share “star” billing in a romance. 

The exercises and assignments are, however, easily adapted to a single main character in any 

genre. 

 

Before you create that single statement, though, you need to do some groundwork. What I call 

the 4 Key Character Elements. Because you’ve already done all the work building your 

characters, you should know the answers. If you don’t, you may need to go back to the “drawing 

board” and dig deeper. 

 

 

The following exercises, then: 

 

 1. defines the promotional components,  

 2. lists examples and then,  

3. asks you to “create” your own answers from a completed manuscript or work-in-

progress. 

 

 

Key Character Element #1:10 Words 

 

Do this exercise right up front!  

 

Take a sheet of paper and divide it down the middle. Label one side with the name of your 

heroine, the other, the name of your hero. Then, without reference to your carefully prepared 

character charts, free think a list of 10 descriptor words that can be associated with each of your 

characters. These do not have to be descriptions of the character per se but words associated 
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within the context of your story with the character. 

 

Finally, if you need to, double check your answers against your character sheets and add any 

other key words. 

 

Let’s look at an example: From my Contemporary Boomer story, Body Art, here is part of the list 

I created for each of my characters: 

 

Cass = cancer survivor, shop teacher, builder, mother, divorced 

 

Evan = artistic, expressive, creative, intuitive, divorced, father 

 

Right away you should spot some areas of similarity as well as points of potential conflict 

between these two people.  

 

Now here’s at an example: From my Sci Fi Erotic Romance novel, Love Partner — which 

features a human heroine and a tall, green-skinned hero from another planet and culture. Here is 

part of the list I created for my characters: 

  

Myrina = alone, orphan, courageous, phobic, stubborn, determined 

  

Judan = family oriented, responsible, leader, goal oriented, decisive, politician 

 

Again, you should notice the potential points of conflict – and similarity.  

 

Even in a short story, contrast—and thus potential conflict—is always a good thing. My heroine 

Margot Goodwin in Denim and Lace is super smart (she’s a Mathematician). The young rodeo 

cowboy Ben, who asks her to dance, ah, isn’t. But romantic connections don’t always care about 

smart or dumb. Margot’s ability to tactfully handle the, ah, misunderstanding he has about her 

and discover the truth behind Ben’s mistake, shows her true character.  

 

Does your list reflect the same dichotomy? 

 

Key Character Element #2: Archetypes 

 

Since I’m a Classical Civilization major by training, when I stumbled upon the “modern” 

versions of these universal character types, I fell in love and haven’t looked back. I always “cast” 

each of my main characters in an archetypal mode first and then round them out from there. 

 

Sample Resources:  

 

Awakening the Heroes Within by Carol S. Pearson  

The Complete Writer's Guide to Heroes and Heroines by Cowden, Lafever and Viders  
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If you are unfamiliar with archetypes, you may need to do some online research. My suggestions 

are just that – you should use archetypes that speak to you. To help out, I’ll be posting a book 

review I wrote a while ago about the Complete Writer’s Guide, which includes charts listing the 

archetypes so you can understand my examples.  

 

Examples: 

 

From Love Partner: Myrina is a Crusader while Judan is a Chief 

  

From Denim and Lace: Margot is a Librarian while Ben is a Charmer and Clay is a Chief 

 

From Body Art: Cass is a Spunky Kid (despite being over 50!) and Evan is a Bad Boy 

 

Please note that while it is possible to have a layered character, that is a character that embodies 

aspects of two archetypes, this is rare. Don’t dilute your characters. Choose one archetype and 

explore all the possibilities. 

 

 

Next, there are two “facts” about my characters that I identify up front, and often return to again 

and again, when I write a scene in her or his point of view. These two facts, more than any other, 

allow me to “get into the skin” of my character. To think and react like them. 

 

Key Character Element #3: Internal Belief System 

 

What does this character truly believe about herself or himself? 

 

Stories are all about conflict. Most commonly we think of the Protagonist in conflict with an 

Antagonist. While that’s certainly true, the best conflict that creates that delicious emotional 

tension inside a reader that keeps her reading is the conflict within the Protagonist herself. 

 

Belief systems are most often formed from messages we receive from—parents, extended family, 

siblings, the city, province, country we live in—about who we are and how we’re seen within the 

world we inhabit. The black sheep of the family, the smart one, the good girl are just a few 

examples. Life events can also reinforce messages our characters internalize and believe about 

themselves. 

 

When a belief system is challenged a character is likely to resist, because this belief likely goes to 

the heart of her Motivation—the deep seated reason for going after that Goal. 

 

Key Character Element #4: Primary Background Situation 

 

Depending on how you have developed your particular characters, this refers to their 
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socio/economic situation which may or may not continue to have repercussions in their current 

life. It also refers to what Vanessa Grant, in her book Writing Romance, calls a Prime 

Motivating Event. This is an event that has occurred sometime in your character’s past which 

still affects them in some way. 

 

I’ve written about a heroine who was abandoned as a baby, another who was born with birth 

defects. I have a hero who was six when his father tragically died and another who became a 

paraplegic in a car accident weeks from his wedding. In each case, these incidents have informed 

my character’s impression of her or him self and the choices each have made in life up to the 

moment the story journey begins. 

 

Let’s look at a couple of examples in more detail: 

 

Myrina deCarte from Love Partner: Myrina was abandoned at a very young age on the steps of 

an orphanage. [This is an example of a socio/economic situation.] Ironically, although she is a 

geneticist by training and profession, she has never used it to solve the secrets of her heritage. 

Because of another near tragic event in her past [a Prime Motivating Event - I really “dumped” 

on this poor woman!] she does not BELIEVE anyone would want her. Ultimately, she feels 

unlovable. 

  

With Myrina, I kept asking myself, what would it be like to be an orphan with NO family 

connections? Of course family connections and heritage are vitally important to the hero, Judan. 

 

In Body Art the Prime Motivating Event for Cass McCarthy is in the recent past. She is a cancer 

survivor (ovarian—wonder where I got that idea!). Cass has a good job as a shop teacher, so her 

socio-economic situation was a non-issue for the purposes of the story. The focus was how she 

comes to terms with redefining a core belief about herself post medical trauma. 

 

Interestingly, in Denim and Lace, while Margot has a Master’s degree or two in Mathematics and 

the cowboys (yes, there are two!) she meets are both in the rodeo, socio-economic factors again 

don’t play a big part in this short story. Indeed, the reader only gets a glimpse of Margot’s core 

belief in her disgruntled thoughts about love gone wrong country and western songs. In contrast 

to the heavier emotional pull of the previous story, Denim and Lace is light and fun. 

 

Okay, now it’s time sift through your word list and choose the one(s) that forms the essence of 

each of your characters.  

 

Think,  “What makes this character special?”,  

  “What makes her/him stand out from everyone else?”,  

  “Why would this person appeal to the H/H (opposite character)?” 

 

Create two sentences, one per character, highlighting that feature. Make sure each word counts 

and that you capture that special essence that makes her, or him, so special. Remember that I’m 
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talking about your characters’ traits, what type of person they are, not what they want to do. 

 

Let’s look at some examples: 

 

I had fun creating shop teacher Cass McCarthy of Body Art. Here’s what I said about her: 

 

Cass McCarthy may be a wiz at finding practical solutions to any issue but, when there’s one she 

can’t solve, it’s her moxie that makes her a true survivor. 

 

I also had fun with lawyer heroine Eden Hellior: 

 

A fierce over-achiever, winning is the name of Eden Hellior’s game. 
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