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Checklist Lesson Four—GMC – Zoom Zoom 

 

The GMC we’re going to study in this lesson is not the car company but is something that will get your 

characters where they want to go. Or sometimes where they need to go, but don’t want to. Or they 

want to go and need to but can’t. Because GMC stands for Goal, Motivation, and Conflict—three 

building blocks that are the next essential item on your story checklist. 

Breaking out these three critical elements and tagging them as GMC is the result of author Debra 

Dixon’s work. She didn’t invent GMC—those elements have long been around storytelling. (Dwight V 

Swain uses a similar concept for his MRU: Motivation Reactions Units.) But she did tag them GMC and 

wrote a fantastic how-to book called GMC: Goal Motivation and Conflict. Pretty much every literary 

agent and every editor and every reviewer out there in fiction-land is conversant with GMC. You need to 

be so as well. 

There’s no way that we can delve deeply into GMC in this short lesson. We’ve taught GMC in live 

presentations in three-hour workshops at conferences and barely had enough time. And Linnea teaches 

it online in a month-long course. The purpose of this lesson is to make sure you all are aware of GMC, 

what its basic components are, the role it plays in your stories, and why it’s so important.  And, of 

course, that it’s on your book writing checklist.  

Goal, motivation, and conflict all relate to CHARACTER. So, in one sense, GMC is the bridge from 

character/story question over into PLOT. This may sound intimidating but, in truth, it’s just about 

knowing your characters—their desires, their dreams, their problems—well enough. The characters who 

inhabit and move through the plot do so because of their individual GMCs.  Just as the story question 

gives you, in general, your plot’s starting point and your ending point, your characters’ GMCs give you all 

the mountains and valleys in-between. The scene by scene, chapter by chapter stuff.  

All your major characters (and some minor ones) have a GMC that unfolds throughout the book. By “all” 

we mean your antagonist too. Giving your antagonist a GMC is often overlooked. Don’t make that 

mistake. 

So, what is GMC? 

G = Goal – What does your character WANT more than anything? What is that character’s driving desire 

during the story? What is your character willing to sacrifice for? What is he or she going to spend the 

bulk of the book trying to achieve? 

a. The goal should not be subtle. The reader must clearly know the character’s goal. 

b. The goal ties into the story question. 

c. In the romance genre, the character’s goal CANNOT be to fall in love. It should be the last 

thing he/she wants, a massive inconvenience, unwanted entanglement, etc.  
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M = Motivation – WHY does your character want this thing or person or whatever? What’s the DRIVE 

behind the desire?  

a. The motivation should make pursuing the goal urgent and unavoidable. (If it can wait until 

tomorrow or next week or next year, it’s not urgent enough.)  

b. Weak or implausible motivations will cause the reader to lose interest in the story and the 

character.  (Make sure your character has good pressing reason to go on this journey 

beyond you, the author, wanting to send him/her on it.) 

c. Your main character must be the only/best person to take on this goal, even if he/she 

doesn’t want to or feels unqualified. This must play into the motivation. (Also, this is why 

mentor characters [Dumbledore, Obi-Wan, etc.] rarely survive the story. Stacey loves 

explaining this, so if this item is giving your face frowny lines, ask her.)  

C = Conflict – What is STOPPING your character from reaching that goal? Not just delaying or dissuading, 

but STOPPING?  

a. “Conflict is the reason your character can’t have what he wants.”—Debra Dixon  

b. Conflict is what makes us, as readers, uncertain about the outcome. It’s what keeps us reading. 

c. “Always remember that your primary goal as a writer and a storyteller is to elicit emotion. And 

emotion grows out of CONFLICT, not desire.”—Michael Hauge 

The above is the definition of GMC in a nutshell. It’s enough, or rather almost enough, to get you 

starting to work on your main characters’ GMCs. A few more things we need to mention: 

GMC works best when it’s concrete, personal, focused, and defined. IE: A main character’s goal to 

“save the world from poverty” is nice but nebulous. It’s also pretty dang impossible to know if it’s been 

achieved/solved. “Help a town in Appalachia build a new factory to save the townspeople from poverty” 

narrows it down a bit further. We can actually start to “see” that as we can tell whether or not a factory 

is constructed and a business operating within it, whereas “save the world from poverty” doesn’t give us 

a specific workable image—or even a starting point or ending point (thank you, Story Question!). 

Michael Hauge describes the ending point as a destination, “a clearly defined finish point.” You can go 

on a road trip, but how do you know when you’ve arrived if you haven’t defined your destination? 

There’s a big difference between a destination of “the grocery store down the street” and “all the way 

to my ex-boyfriend’s house in California,” even though both involve movement/driving somewhere. For 

readers to root for your main character, they need to understand what your character is trying to 

accomplish, which means making sure that goal is very clear.  

A bit more on why over-large, nebulous goals fail. If our hero were to strive to “save the world from 

poverty” is she aiming for one hundred per cent employment globally by next Friday? Do part-time jobs 

count? What if two people are fired on Saturday? Or maybe they quit because they’re bored. Has she 

not solved poverty then? 

However, if we narrow that once again to “Mortimer helps his hometown in Appalachia build a new 

factory, thereby keeping his family and the townspeople out of poverty…” well, now we have the start 
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of a well-crafted fiction story. We have a character and a concrete and tangible goal and a logical 

motivation.  We don’t have any conflict yet… but at least we’re getting there. Do you all see that? 

Conflict also works best when it’s focused and personal. If Mortimer wants to build that factory in his 

town, but the area gets a lot of snow that year so construction is delayed…well, that’s definitely 

something STOPPING Mortimer from reaching his goal, but it’s an impersonal impediment (a 

complication) and not a true conflict. The snow doesn’t care about Mortimer. The snow doesn’t care 

about his town or the factory or jobs. And because it’s impersonal, there’s no way Mortimer can 

personally fight back against the snow. He can’t have an emotional exchange with the snow, stand toe-

to-toe with it. He can’t outsmart the snow.  

Now, if the proposed factory must be built on the land of a certain size and location, and the only 

property for sale like that is owned by Hector, and Hector refuses to sell the land to Mortimer, because 

Mortimer married Betty Sue, Hector’s childhood sweetheart… now, we have a fight brewing. Now we 

have a face for the conflict.  We have a tangible antagonist who takes definitive action against our hero. 

How far will Hector go to get revenge? How badly does Mortimer want that factory? Is he willing to 

divorce Betty Sue to gain the land and save his town from poverty? 

What’s at risk IF MORTIMER FAILS, if he DOESN’T GAIN THE GOAL? This must also be in the forefront of 

your mind as you write. If Mortimer can’t buy Hector’s land but Alonzo will sell him his land (which is the 

right size and location) …then we have no true conflict. So you must construct it so that Mortimer must 

have Hector’s land—and only Hector’s, no other location will do—and he must have it [invent a tight 

time frame] because if he doesn’t then the town will have no money to buy weapons for when the 

Martians invade Earth in December and kidnap everyone in Appalachia, including Betty Sue. (That’s 

motivation.) 

Or whatever.  

The last basic thing you need to know about goals, motivations, and conflicts—and we’re just doing 

basics here—is that they come in INTERNAL and EXTERNAL flavors. Or EMOTIONAL and MATERIAL 

flavors. Same thing.  

Internal Goals and Motivations = emotions or belief systems, such as pride, revenge, fear, self-worth  

External Goals and Motivations = someTHING, such as a new job, the lost treasure map, a Stanley Cup 

trophy  

Internal Conflict: The main character’s OPINIONS, thoughts, values and/or BELIEF SYSTEMS that 

prevent him/her from achieving his/her goal(s). IE – fear, love, jealousy, religion, honesty, greed, etc. 

External Conflict: A PERSON or PERSONIFICATION or NATURAL FORCE which OPPOSES the main 
character’s goal(s). IE - parents, boss, best friend, transportation, gun, hospital, war, arrest, limited 
resources, etc. 
 
Author Shannon Curtis explains goal and conflict nicely this way: 
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External Goal: Heroine wants to find her father’s killer. 
External Conflict: Killer doesn’t want to be found. 
Internal Goal: Even if it’s just proving to herself, she wants to achieve something important. 
Internal Conflict: She’s doesn’t feel good enough, smart enough, committed enough, to succeed. 
 

And fantasy author Holly Lisle offers this handy example of how to use GMC: 
========= 
POINT ONE: WHAT does my character NEED to do more than anything else in the world? 
========= 
This question is the heart of whatever story you're writing---if it isn't the actual summary of your story, 
you're either writing about the wrong character, or you're telling the wrong story. 
 
(In scenes featuring secondary characters, you ask the same question, but the need will be different, and 
generally less directly connected to your main story). 
 
========= 
POINT TWO: WHO OR WHAT stands in the way of your character RIGHT NOW to prevent him from 
doing what he NEEDS to do? 
========= 
You ask THIS question on a scene-by-scene basis, and it will cover everything from direct attacks by your 
primary antagonist to the woman on the subway having a baby to your hero's bad head cold, depending 
on your scene and its circumstances. 
 
========= 
POINT THREE: WHY does your reader care?   
========= 
You can also ask this question as "WHAT are the stakes?" but you can convince yourself to hang on to a 
pointless, boring scene with that question.  From personal experience, I've discovered if you ask why 
your reader should care, it's a lot harder to lie to yourself about needing the scene. 
https://hollylisle.com/ 
 

Let’s go back to Mortimer again. His external goal is to build a factory. What kind of INTERNAL GOAL 

would he have in order to build a factory in his town? Certainly, an emotional desire to have money in 

order to survive. But there could also be a desire for fame and accolades which would feed his flagging 

self-worth.  The townspeople would revere him, and Betty Sue would love him even more.  

How about his INTERNAL CONFLICT? The only way he can build the factory on the required land is to 

divorce the only woman he’s ever loved. He fears being alone and broken-hearted, he fears what cruel 

and heartless Hector will do to sweet Betty Sue.  

At the point where you’re plotting out your book, gathering your character bios and notes, and using 

this workshop’s checklist to get all that into some kind of workable form, you might not know the nitty-

gritty details of your characters’ GMCs. But you should know at least as much as we’ve sketched out 

above for Mortimer, Hector, and Betty Sue.  

You should be able to roughly chart out these aspects. And you should. And you will.  

https://hollylisle.com/


 
 www.staceykade.com www.linneasinclair.com : copyrighted material : do not distribute 

 

If you’re in revisions, use this lesson to double-check your main characters’ GMC—including your 

antagonist’s! 

Character: 

GOAL: 
External 
Internal 
 
MOTIVATION: 
External 
Internal 
 
CONFLICT: 
External 
Internal 
 

Additional Reading:  

We HIGHLY recommend reading Goal, Motivation, and Conflict by Debra Dixon. It is available as a 

reasonably priced e-book for Nook and Kindle. However, if you wish to buy the hard copy—we like 

taking notes in ours—go directly to Gryphon Books site for the lowest price. Amazon has their price 

jacked up.  http://www.gryphonbooksforwriters.com/home/gmc.htm 

Other: 

http://shannoncurtis.wordpress.com/2013/11/13/writing-101-internal-vs-external-conflict/ 

http://www.publishingcrawl.com/2012/07/31/emergency-post-goal-motivation-and-conflict/ 

Checklist #3: Goal, Motivation & Conflict (GMC) 

1) Do your main characters have a defined, concrete external goal? (Hint: they frequently mention 

their goals aloud near the start of the story. “I want to be a Jedi knight like my father…I need to 

find the Ark of the Covenant…”) Also, keep in mind your story question. The main character’s 

goal relates to the story question.  

2) Does your antagonist have a defined, concrete external goal that puts him/her in conflict with 

the main character?  

3) Is the motivation for both such that they are driven to take swift action to reach their goals? 

4) Are there severe consequences for the protagonist and antagonist if they fail to accomplish their 

goal in time? 

HOMEWORK: 

1) State your story question again.  

http://www.gryphonbooksforwriters.com/home/gmc.htm
http://shannoncurtis.wordpress.com/2013/11/13/writing-101-internal-vs-external-conflict/
http://www.publishingcrawl.com/2012/07/31/emergency-post-goal-motivation-and-conflict/
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2) THEN In fifteen words or less per category, create the GMC for ONE of your main characters 

using the template below (found on the PUBCRAWL blog as well.) The answers don’t have to be 

complicated, just a few words to describe each like PUBCRAWL did. 

3) Do the same chart for your antagonist.  

FORMAT EXAMPLE FOR HOMEWORK:  use the method from the PUBCRAWL blog for Wizard of Oz (or 

Hamlet example in her blog).  

DOROTHY: 

Story Question: Can Dorothy defeat the Wicked Witch so the Wizard will help her return home before 
Auntie Em dies? 

External GOAL: Get home. 
External MOTIVATION: Auntie Em is sick, possibly dying, and Dorothy isn’t with her. 
External CONFLICT: The Wicked Witch. 

Internal GOAL: To find a place where she can be happy, a place with no trouble. 
Internal MOTIVATION: She’s unhappy, currently, and frequently finds herself in trouble. 
Internal CONFLICT: She doesn’t know what she wants/how to be happy.  

http://www.publishingcrawl.com/2012/07/31/emergency-post-goal-motivation-and-conflict/ 

As always, please use the proper subject line format when posting. Do not hit ‘reply’ to this lesson. 

Questions are always welcome! Thanks! Zoom-zoom! 

 

http://www.publishingcrawl.com/2012/07/31/emergency-post-goal-motivation-and-conflict/

