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LESSON 3: Getting to Know Your Main Character 
 

If your story idea began with a character, ask yourself "What makes this person interesting?" and 

start to flesh that character out a little more. Find something special about him or her. Something 

that makes the character unique, different, worth reading about.  

 

Try to give your character at least one characteristic that makes her feel fresh and original. One 

way to do that is to oppose a stereotype or common perception. When we hear a description of 

someone, such as a "soccer mom," an image jumps into our mind. Play with that image. Maybe 

give this character a quality that you wouldn't think of immediately when you hear that 

descriptive word, then write down some back story to explain why she's not your typical soccer 

mom. 

 

Another way to make a character interesting is to make her an expert in something you wouldn't 

normally associate with her. Use the wonderful question "Why?" to help you discover the reason 

something is important to your main character. Then keep your mind open to the answers and see 

where that takes you.    

 

If your story idea started with a plot element such as a situation, event or setting, think about 

what sort of person would find that situation most challenging. You want your main character to 

face obstacles, so given a particular situation, consider featuring a character that would fear that 

situation or struggle with it. A sci-fi thriller about giant spiders? Try a heroine afraid of bugs. A 

historical romance set on a pirate ship? Try a heroine (or even a hero!) who's afraid of water. 

This type of scenario gives you built-in conflict to play with. 

 

If you're working on a story idea for a romance novel, brainstorm the qualities of the hero and 

heroine at the same time to try to find characteristics that seem to oppose one another. He's a dog 

person, she's a cat person. He's into motor sports, she's eco-friendly. He's steak and potatoes, 

she's a vegetarian. This gives you the potential to create instant personal conflict between them 

before any external plot elements that keep them apart are even put into play. 

Perfect = Boring 
 

Another item you character should have is a flaw of some sort. Perfect characters aren't usually 

interesting. Rather it is the damaged ones you root for to finally find happiness So think about 

why the character in your story isn't completely happy. Think about things this person is afraid of. 

 

There's something internal that needs to be overcome for your main character to find true 

happiness before "The End." Usually this flaw is something the reader sees, but the main 

character doesn't, or if the character is aware of it, he doesn't realize the true extent of the 

problem and often blames other things (or people) for why life is so hard.  

 

Some plotting books refer to this flaw as an error in thinking. A misconception about herself or 

the world around her that the character believes to be true. ("I’m unworthy." "I don't deserve 
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this." "My father never loved me.") 

 

This misconception often leads the character to make bad choices under the illusion she's doing 

the right thing. Think about past mistakes the character may have made. Regrets, guilt, things of 

that nature. 

Discovery Through Journaling 
 

Because the flaw and other character traits can be buried deep inside your character's psyche, you 

may need to spend some time with your character to discover the less obvious qualities about 

your character. Sometimes journaling from the perspective of your main character can help. 

It works like this: 

 

1.) Ask a question of your character that allows for a lengthy answer. This gives you lots of 

information to work with.  

 

2.) Write the answer to that question in first person as if you are that character, stream of 

consciousness style, and see what you get.  

 

3.) Don't settle for short answers. Ask "Why?" to get the character to continue to explain himself 

to you.  

 

4.) Continue to write in your character's journal as the character until you feel the question has 

been fully answered. 

Questions to Ask Your Character 
 

Remember to answer these journal-style and always ask "Why?" so you understand the 

underlying reason behind the answer. 

 

1.) If you could have the perfect life you've dreamed of, what does that picture look like? 

2.) Why do you think of this image as your perfect life? 

3.) Why can't you have that perfect life right now? 

 

Those of you who have taken a workshop on Goal, Motivation and Conflict (GMC), may 

recognize the above questions as another way to ask: What do you want? (Goal), Why do you 

want it? (Motivation) and Why can you have it? (Conflict.) And you'd be right. :-)  

 

The reason I phrased the questions slightly differently is because a lot of time when you simply 

ask a character "What do you want?" there's a temptation to answer with something short and 

nebulous like "Happiness" or "Love." Those are not good story goals. Everyone wants those 

things. Who wouldn't want to be happy, right?  

 

But in a novel, your character needs something tangible to go after to help build the plot. You 

could think of love or happiness as a side effect of the quest for the tangible goal. Even in a 

romance novel, love is something that happens "on the way to" something else.  
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For example, maybe you have a heroine who's story goal is to build the B&B of her dreams and 

the hero's goal is to get the project for his architecture company. Along the way to achieving 

those goals they fall in love and find happiness, but love and happiness were never their overall 

story goals. So try not to confuse the two.  

 

A good story goal also has actionable steps. So when you're thinking about what your 

character wants, think about how your character might form a plan to get it. Think about ways he 

might go about trying to achieve the goal and ways he might fail, and what he'll learn from those 

failures in order to pick himself up and try again.  

 

The main character's goal doesn't change after a failure, but how he goes about getting it does 

because he's changing along the way. He's learning things about himself and the people/world 

around him that he didn't know before and it's affecting his perception of the story problem and 

how to solve it.  

 

Motivation tends to be the trickiest of the three to identify. This is the "Why?" behind the goal. 

Why is the goal so darn important to your main character that he or she is willing to risk 

everything to get it?  

 

This is where knowing your character inside and out really helps. And one of the best ways to 

get to know your character is to use the journaling technique and explore the character's back 

story.  

 

Your heroine didn't just hatch from an egg (unless it's a sci-fi and that's part of the story. :-)  ). 

She has a past, and the things that happened to her from the moment she was born until now have 

shaped her. Not only her values and personality, but how she views the world and most 

importantly, how she makes decisions. Because it's those decisions that will propel your story 

forward.  

 

Think of it this way. Your heroine enters the story and is faced with a situation. This forces her 

to make a choice. What she chooses (her decision) tells you what happens next in the story. It's 

your job as the writer to make sure whatever decision she makes fits with her character (her traits, 

her personality, her hopes and her fears) so that the story is believable. With strong motivation 

and darn good reasons you can take a reader on a wild, incredible ride and they'll suspend 

disbelief the whole way.  

 

Conflict is about the obstacles in your character's way on the road to obtaining the goal. Earlier I 

mentioned thinking about ways the character might fail and learn from her plan to reach her goal. 

Failure is very important. If getting the goal is too easy, the story will be boring. Readers want to 

see your hero or heroine struggling with something, learning and growing from the experience, 

and then ultimately finding the strength/courage/knowledge to overcome whatever has been 

holding them back and finally get what they truly need (may not always be what they thought 

they wanted) and have a satisfying ending.  

 

So, don't be afraid to make things hard on your characters. They need difficulty, otherwise, they 
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won't change what they're doing and they'll be stuck as their unhappy selves like you found them 

at the start of the novel.  

How Does Back Story Help? 
 

Back story is everything that happened to your character up to the start of the story (page 1). This 

includes childhood, teen years, early adulthood, etc. The good, the bad, the ugly.  

 

You've probably all heard about the evil back story dump and how you shouldn't do it. That's 

right. You don't want large swaths of text in the novel giving your character's history, but that 

doesn't mean you (the author) don't need to know this stuff. You do. In fact, you need to know it 

all, not only so you can write well-rounded three-dimensional characters who have a past, a 

present ad a future, but also so that you can decide which pieces of the back story do need to go 

in the book to explain who your character is and why she is this way.  

 

Judicious use of back story is very important for character development in a novel and for 

connecting the reader with your character. 

 

During the preparation for NaNoWriMo is a great time to start exploring this back story so you 

have some raw material to pull from when crafting your scenes during the challenge. Journaling 

to get these answers, helps you dig deep into the mind of your character, and writing the 

answers in first person helps you discover the character's voice.  

Where to Begin with Back Story Exploration 

Start with a picture of your main character’s childhood. Things we experience as children always 

have influence on our lives as adults. What sort of parents did your character have? This often 

influences the emotional well-being (or lack thereof) in your character. Did she have aloof 

parents that left her yearning for more affection? Did he have restrictive or smothering parents 

that had he breaking out of the gate the first chance he got? Did she have a warm and loving 

family that she misses now? 

Another key element from your character's back story is the moment they became broken 

(where that flaw/error in thinking came from). At the core of your main character is a need that 

must be filled over the course of your novel. That need didn’t come out the blue. It came from 

something the character experienced before the story starts. So, it’s always a good idea to go 

back to that moment and take a closer look at what it was. What damaged your character so 

much that he’s been unable to be truly happy ever since? 

Looking at back story can also help you brainstorm secondary characters, people from your main 

character’s past who might make a reappearance in their lives. May even help inspire a new plot 

point you hadn’t thought of before. How would your character feel, for example, if someone 

from her hometown showed up on her door step? Or what about a parent coming to visit? Would 

this be a happy meeting or a strained one? 

Back story can also help you find sources of conflict for your story. Good stories are ripe with 

conflict and there’s no better place to ferret out conflict that your character’s past.  
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Everyone says, “I wouldn’t be the person I am today if it weren’t for what I went through before.” 

That same is true for your characters as well. So, think about things your character might have 

experienced in the past and make notes about it now so you have it on hand during NaNoWriMo. 

Related Reading 
 

Here are a couple articles that may be of interest -- they have some overlapping advice that 

coincides with this lesson and you may find it helpful: 

 

http://www.adventuresinyapublishing.com/2015/07/six-steps-to-nail-your-plot-

motivation.html#.VbJitPlQ1iY 

 

https://warriorwriters.wordpress.com/2015/07/15/lies-denial-buried-secrets-how-to-create-

dimensional-characters/ 

Homework 
 

Journal from the perspective of your main character, writing out the answers to the following 

questions in first person (starting with pronoun "I." I did this, or I feel this... etc.) 

 

Ask the 3 GMC-related questions mentioned in the lesson: 

 

1.) If you could have the perfect life you've dreamed of, what does that picture look like? 

2.) Why do you think of this image as your perfect life? 

3.) Why can't you have that perfect life right now? 

 

Then delve into back story a little more by asking 3 of the following (or make up your own). 

 

1.) Tell me about your family. 

2.) My happiest memory is... 

3.) The worst day of my life was when... 

 

4.) One day I hope to... 

5.) Most people don't know that I... 

6.) When I hear the word "love," I think..

Do not post your journaling text on the loop (that's for your use only), but do post your main 

character's GMC in single sentence like: 

  

My character wants __________________, because ________________, but he/she can't have it 

because_____________________. 

 

Then let me know which of the journaling questions you chose to explore with your character (or 

which ones you made up yourself) and how it went. Did you learn anything new?  
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