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Lesson Eight – What Do They Want? 

 

We all know how important goal and motivation are in writing a novel. Most of us have read 

Debra Dixon’s book, Goal, Motivation and Conflict (and if you haven’t, you should!). In Lesson 

Eight, we’re going to talk about goals and motivation and how they can reveal your fictional’s 

backstory. 

Goals 

Merriam-Webster defines a goal as the end toward which effort is directed. In other words, a 

goal is something you fictional wants. Everyone wants something. Maybe he wants to be a 

millionaire, or she wants to be a successful landscape artist.  

Motivation 

Merriam-Webster defines motivation as 1a: the act or process of motivating; 

b: the condition of being motivated; 

2: a motivating force, stimulus, or influence. 

In this lesson, we’ll use the second definition and dig deep into your fictional’s fictional to 

discover not only what he wants (goal) and why he wants it (motivation), but also how his past 

affects what he wants and why. 

In my workshop From Flat to Fabulous: Creating Fictionals Your Reader Will Love, I discuss 

the use of the Fictional Interview. I list many questions that delve into the fictional’s 

background, including best and worst memories, families, friends, schools, jobs and more. This 

tool is a useful way to get to know the fictional inside and out, and discover his goals and 

motivation. 

How do these elements affect your fictionals? 

If a wealthy family chose to send their young son, Stephen, to a very exclusive private school 

and the boy was bullied mercilessly, this will color his reactions throughout his life. Maybe Eliza 



has several older brothers who protected her all her life. Again, that will linger on into adulthood, 

affecting her relationships and reactions. 

Let’s take the boy who went to private school. Bullied as a boy, he might grow to adulthood 

mistrusting other men. He might be ruthless in business, determined to destroy any man he 

thinks threatens him. Goal + Motivation = Backstory. 

Now the girl with the brothers. As she grows older, she might resent their interference in her life 

and yearn for freedom (goal). She might feel they’re holding her back from a relationship or a 

better job in a faraway town. Again, Goal + Motivation = Backstory. 

Once you know your fictional’s goal and motivation, the trick is to reveal it while avoiding that 

information dump. 

Dialogue 

Stephen is with his associate in his elegant office, talking about a company merger they’re 

planning. 

“I don’t want to merge with them. I want to take them over and put in a whole new management 

team. I’ve known Mack since we were schoolboys. I know his weaknesses and I aim to exploit 

them. I want to obliterate every trace of him from that company.” 

From those few lines of dialogue, we learn that Stephen has known Mack for many years, that he 

holds a grudge against him, and that he’s probably been plotting to destroy him for many years. 

And no info dump. 

Narration 

One of the golden rules of writing is show, don’t tell. Don’t confuse narration with telling. A few 

brief lines of narrative can keep your story moving and at the same time, plunge your reader into 

a scene. Let’s use the example of the over-protected Eliza. 

Eliza quietly closed the door of her bedroom and flopped on her neatly-made bed, resting her 

head on one of the loden-green pillows strewn over her deep emerald quilt. Her hands fumbled 

on the envelope’s seal as she clumsily tore it open and pulled out the single sheet of paper. She 

grinned with triumph as she read the words accepting her for a semester at University College 

Dublin. She’d done it! She’d won the scholarship 

Then her smile faded. The boys would never let her go so far away. They’d done their best to 

keep her in this little town, even promoting local men as prospective husbands. They’d never 

taken her genealogy studies seriously. Her lips thinned. Well, she’d just have to persuade them, 

wouldn’t she? 

What have we learned about Eliza? She’s interested in researching her Irish roots and wants to 

study in Ireland. Her brothers have been trying to control her life and her future, and to keep her 

in their small town, probably so they can keep an eye on her. We also learn that she’s won the 

chance to study abroad, and she’s determined to take it. And because the reader is in Eliza’s 

bedroom with her, there’s no info dump. 

Assignment: Using dialogue, narration, or both, write a few paragraphs showing backstory 

through goal and motivation. 



 


