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Let’s talk about character arcs!



class agenda

e The shape of how people change

e How plot and character arcs influence one another
e Positive arc breakdown + Examples!

e Other kinds of arcs + Examples!

e Plotter vs. Pantser tips

e QA



class expectations

e Presentation — time for questions at the end

e Follow along with class workbook

e Jumpinthe chat with questions and we'll answer as we can
e Recording will be sent out via email in the next 24 hours

e FORTENACIOUS WRITING MEMBERS: It will also be archived in the Write
Better Library



GRAB YOUR WORKBOOK

Use the link in the chat to make a copy of
The Shape of Character Arcs workbook for yourself!



First, let’s define some stuff.



PLOT: The main events of a story.

CHARACTER ARC: The internal change a
character goes through in a story.




the power of arcs

We read stories with character arcs because we learn from them.

We cognitively put ourselves in the main character’s shoes, and we experience their journey as we
read. We feel as they feel. We succeed as they succeed, and fail as they fail. When they experience
the consequences of their decisions, we do too. When they learn, we do too.

We change as they change.

You can use character arcs to move and change your readers.

Tenacious Writing friends, check out Your Story’s Heart.



https://www.tenaciouswriting.com/products/write-better-library/categories/2150859833/posts/2160708524

The question at the heart of an arc:

Will the character overcome their demons and prevail?
Or will they succumb and fail?



the essence of an arc

A character arc takes a character from believing something flawed to believing something healthy.
‘Internal Obstacle’ (flawed belief) — ‘Story Point’ (healed belief)

Regardless of whether your arcs are positive or negative (more on that later!), the possibility of
this change is still at the heart of them.



the essence of an arc

INTERNAL OBSTACLE: At the beginning of a story your character should operate with a specific,
flawed belief, worldview, and/or perspective—something problematic that is harming them, their
dreams, or the world around them. It needs to change. (ie. the belief that ‘You’re only worthy of
love if you're perfect.)

STORY POINT: By the end of the story, if it’s a positive arc of change, they will adopt a healed
belief and outlook instead—this is the message that you, as the author, want to share with your
readers. When the character learns it, readers will too. (ie. the belief that “Your imperfections are
worthy of love.)

... But how do we get them from A to Z? How does a person change?

Tenacious Writing friends, check out Craft Complex Characters.



https://www.tenaciouswriting.com/products/write-better-library/categories/2151067198/posts/2163026655

People don’t change because they’re told to,
they change because of the consequences
of their flawed actions.



Your character is flawed.
They make a mistake.
They learn from it + grow.



How does this work in a story?

How do you PLOT with it?



Plot + character arcs are inextricable.
They influence one another.



Plot creates problems for your character to solve.
Your character makes choices that create plot events.

Plot events

Consequences
PIljuo)

Character
choices



Plot creates problems for your character to solve.
Your character makes choices that create plot events.

Plot events
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Your character believes something flawed... Internal Obstacle
And when shit hits the fan... Plot Problem (not their fault)
That belief makes them enact a really “bad” plan... Big, flawed choice
Which later comes back to bite them in the ass... Huge plot failure (their fault)
Pushing them to unlearn that belief in exchange for a healthier one... Story Point belief

Allowing them to finally succeed... Plot success (their doing)



Positive Character Arc

The character learns from
their mistake and failure.

Character enacts a They shed their flawed belief
“bad” plan because of and adopt a healed belief
their flawed belief. ACT TWO instead (the Story Point
— o belief).
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Plot Problem Plot Failure happens ® ®
happens to the because of the
Character believes character. character’s bad plan. By acting in accordance
something flawed (their with their new healed
Internal Obstacle belief) belief, they are able to

succeed in their plot goals.



Aren’t there other arcs?



Positive Arc
a character changes for the better, with positive results

Negative Arc
a character fails to change for the better, with negative results

Static Arc

a character changes very little, but the world around them learns from and
changes because of them



Let’s break it down

workshopping positive arcs step by step



the flawed beginnings (Internal Obstacle)

At the beginning of your story your character has a specific, flawed belief, worldview, and/or
perspective that’s holding them back from their dreams at the beginning of the story—a belief
that needs to change.

This a belief they’ve held for a long time. It’s led them to take actions that have negatively
shaped their current life when the story opens: their living situation, their relationships, their

career, their path in life—everything.

Most importantly, this belief has influenced what they think they want when the story begins,
and how they’re going about trying to get it.

Tenacious Writing friends, check out Backstory: The Key to Character Development class.



https://www.tenaciouswriting.com/products/write-better-library/categories/2151067198/posts/2160098141

WORKBOOK PROMPTS

What belief does your character hold that is in direct contrast to the story point?
How has this belief influenced their life?



shit hits the fan (plot problem)

Every story needs a big bang, some initial plot problem that smacks your main character right in
the face. This is a plot problem that happens TO them, it’s your story’s hook and the moment when
the action gets going.

This plot problem can’t just be ‘anything, it needs to be a shock that directly challenges your
character’s Internal Obstacle belief— something that gives them a choice between actingin
accordance with their flawed Internal Obstacle belief, or shedding it for a healthier, “better” plan.

Tenacious Writing friends, check out The Magic of Plot Twists.



https://www.tenaciouswriting.com/products/write-better-library/categories/2151067206/posts/2160414154

EXERCISE #1 — Miranda

Character believes Beauty makes you worthy of love (10)
Character needs to learn Our actions make us worthy of love (SP)

What PLOT PROBLEM could confront her flawed belief?



EXERCISE #2 — Violet

Character believes You're only free if you have all the power (10)
Character needs to learn True freedom is found in releasing power (SP)

What PLOT PROBLEM could confront her flawed belief?



WORKBOOK PROMPTS

Considering your character’s Internal Obstacle, what plot problem can
you throw at them that confronts their beliefs?



Positive Character Arc

The character learns from
their mistake and failure.

Character enacts a They shed their flawed belief
“bad” plan because of and adopt a healed belief
their flawed belief. ACT TWO instead (the Story Point
— o belief).
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Plot Problem Plot Failure happens ® ®
happens to the because of the
Character believes character. character’s bad plan. By acting in accordance
something flawed (their with their new healed
Internal Obstacle belief) belief, they are able to

succeed in their plot goals.



really bad plan (big flawed choice)

At first, your character will be shell-shocked by the big ass plot problem, but once they hem and haw
for a scene or two they’ll realize they must act and find themselves at a crossroads:

& They can use this opportunity to enact a flawed plan (led by their Internal Obstacle belief).
<& Or, they can take this opportunity to enact a good plan (if they knew the Story Point)

These are ‘good’ and ‘flawed’ plans because of the consequences that would come out of them.

If the character enacted the good Story Point plan, they would succeed in getting what they most
deeply want. BUT, because they are flawed and they need to change (but haven't yet) they will
choose the flawed plan option—they have to, or you wouldn’t have a story!

Tenacious Writing friends, check out How to Craft a Page Turner.



https://www.tenaciouswriting.com/products/write-better-library/categories/2151067206/posts/2166610531

WORKBOOK PROMPTS

How do they react to the “plot problem”?
What flawed plan do they put in place as a response?



bites ‘em in the ass (plot failure)

As your character moves through the chunky middle of your story, implementing their flawed and
misguided plans, you should ensure that the plan continually fails in big and small ways.

Sometimes the negative consequences won't be apparent immediately (your character might
even think they’re succeeding!), but they should always be snowballing quietly in the background.

Then, ~75% through your novel, everything should come crashing down. The consequences of your
character’s “bad” plan at the beginning of the story should come back to bite them in a HUGE way,
causing the character to fail so dismally at their plans, and push them so far from their true
desires, that they cannot see a way forward... Not unless they change.



WORKBOOK PROMPTS

What's the big failure that finally opens their eyes?
How do they lose (almost) everything, because of their flawed actions so far?



changing their ways (Story Point belief)

Because your character’s previous plot failure was their own fault, and more specifically, their
Internal Obstacle belief’s fault—they have the opportunity to learn from their mistake, shed their
Internal Obstacle belief, and adopt the healed Story Point belief instead. This belief is what, if
they'd learned it earlier, would have prevented them from failing.



WORKBOOK PROMPTS

What's the healed belief (Story Point) they adopt?
What lesson have they learned?
How did their plot failure teach them this lesson?



happy ending! (plot success)

The best way to show a character’s change is via their actions, so once they've let go of their
Internal Obstacle belief you can finally let them devise a “good” plot plan that is led by their healed
Story Point belief instead.

This plan launches them into Act 3, or the end of your story. And now, because they’ve learned the
right thing and are led by the right belief, you can finally give their plan and actions positive
conseguences. By allowing them to succeed in getting what they most deeply desire, you'll prove
that they learned the right thing.




WORKBOOK PROMPTS

What new course of action can they take now that they’ve learned the Story Point?
How do they finally succeed?



Positive Character Arc

The character learns from
their mistake and failure.

Character enacts a They shed their flawed belief
“bad” plan because of and adopt a healed belief
their flawed belief. ACT TWO instead (the Story Point
— o belief).
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Character believes character. character’s bad plan. By acting in accordance
something flawed (their with their new healed
Internal Obstacle belief) belief, they are able to

succeed in their plot goals.



Positive Arc

examples out in the wild



Nora Stephens, Book Lovers

Nora chooses to go on

vacation with Libby so

she can find out what'’s
wrong and fix it.

ACT TWO

Nora learns Some things can’t
be controlled, only endured
alongside loved ones.

e

suggests they take an
impromptu trip to a small
town while she’s pregnant
—indicating something is
secretly wrong.

Nora believes You can only
keep your loved ones safe
and happy if you're fully in
control.
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Libby collapses. Her @ PY
iron has been low and
she didn't tell Nora
because she is tired of
being parented and
controlled.

When Libby finally admits
she’s moving away from
Nora, Nora is able to sit with
her in the pain of it, rather
than trying to fix it.



Jon Snow, A Game of Thrones

Jon chooses to help train

the unskilled boys at the Jon learns There is no room
Night’s Watch so they for honor in the game for
can all become heroes. ACT TWO power.
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Jon’s obsession with ® PY
e Jon joins the legendary being a hero, rather
Jon believes You gain Night's Watch only to than a leader, loses him When his brother rides south to
honor by gaining power and learn that it is a joke full his Lord Commander’s avenge their father’s murder, Jon
glory. of untrained farmers. respect. gives up his chance to be a hero

and stays to honor his vows to
the Night's Watch, finally
proving himself honorable.



Positive Arc
a character changes for the better, with positive results

Negative Arc
a character fails to change for the better, with negative results

Static Arc

a character changes very little, but the world around them learns from and
changes because of them



negative arcs

Your character experiences a negative internal transformation; they reject the
opportunity to change and fail to unlearn their flaws.

They fail to learn their lesson* and leave behind their flawed Internal Obstacle belief. The “negative
consequences” of that failure to change plays out in the plot on the page—resulting in their ultimate
failure to achieve their goals.

* In some negative arcs, the character indicates a temporary positive change, but ultimately is not able to act
accordingly, sliding back into their Internal Obstacle belief.

EXAMPLES:

e Anakin Skywalker, Star Wars
e Draco Malfoy, Harry Potter
e Michael Corleone, The Godfather



Negative Character Arc

Character enacts a
“bad” plan because of
their flawed belief.

ACT TWO

The character DOES NOT
learn from their mistakes.
They fail to adopt a healed
belief (the Story Point

e

happens to the

Character believes character.

something flawed (their
Internal Obstacle belief)
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Plot Failure happens ® ®

because of the

character’s bad plan. Because they were unable

to change, they still act in
accordance with their
flawed belief and they fail
in their plot goals.



Negative Character Arc

Character enacts a
“bad” plan because of
their flawed belief.

ACT TWO

The character DOES NOT
learn from their mistakes.
They fail to adopt a healed
belief (the Story Point
belief).

happens to the

Character believes character.

something flawed (their
Internal Obstacle belief)

Plot Failure happe\s
because of the

character’s bad plan. Because they were unable

to change, they still act in
accordance with their

flawed belief and they fail

in their plot goals.



Negative Arc

example out in the wild



Michael Corleone, The Godfather

Michael chooses to participate in his
family’s violence by killing the man
who tried to assassinate his father. ACT TWO

Michael fails to learn You
should live for yourself.

THREE
® ® o N
¢ Michael’s father is almost Michael father’s dies,
Michael believes There is assassinated. and at his funeral, In one fell swoop, Michael
nothing more important Michael uncovers who executes all of his enemies,
than family. betrayed the family to cementing his position as Don

begin with. Corleone (yet alienating his wife).



Anakin Skywalker, Star Wars

Anakin grows interested in Sith

cere - Anakin fails to learn that Power
abilities in order to learn how to

does not save, it corrupts.

save those he loves from death. ACT TWO
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Anakin pledges himself to ® °
e After learning that his the Sith, thus triggering
Anakin believes Acquiring wife, Padme, is pregnant, the downfall of the Jedi. Anakin fights Obi-Wan. Anakin is
power will keep your loved Anakin has visions of her Believing she has defeated and ultimately burned
ones safe. dying in childbirth. betrayed him, Anakin alive by lava. Padme dies because

attacks Padme. of his actions.



Your character creates an external change in their world.

In static arcs, the character already knows a version of the Story Point or, in contrast, acts as a direct foil
toit. These characters are working to create change in their environment externally, rather than
internally. That change is usually exemplified in another character who has a positive or negative arc.

In a ‘positive’ static arc, the world / another character learns the lesson the static character is trying to
teach them. In a ‘negative’ static arc, the world / another character does not learn the lesson the static
character is trying to teach them.

EXAMPLES:

e Evangeline, Once Upon a Broken Heart by Stephanie Garber (negative arc: Jacks)
e Gandalf the Gray, Lord of the Rings (positive arc: Frodo)

Everyone, listen to the podcast Static / flat arcs with Lewis Jorstad
Tenacious Writing friends, check out the class Static Arcs with Lewis Jorstad



https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/43-static-flat-arcs-with-lewis-jorstad/id1663636293?i=1000637037563
https://www.tenaciouswriting.com/products/write-better-library/categories/2151067198/posts/2175946537

Plotter? Pantser?
Here are some tips!



Consequences

Plot events

Character
choices

pIuod



If you are a pantser, consider...

e Prioritize knowledge of character flaws and backstory prior to writing
Let your character’s choices and consequences influence the plot events you create

e Lean heavily into how characters react on the page (the events themselves matter less than
a character’s flawed reactions to them)

e Keep the cause-and-effect trajectory top of mind as you write

If you are a plotter, consider...

e Consider how your plot events can test your character’s Internal Obstacle (10)
e Brainstorm plot events that can be your character’s fault because of their |O
e Focus on big picture arc trajectory—and making sure the cause-and-effect chainis set up at a
high level—before narrowing down into specifics
o (ie.fill out The Shape of Character Arcs graph before outlining pivot plans, and then
Save the Cat beats)

Everyone, check out our podcast The versatility of the writing process



https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/55-the-versatility-of-the-writing-process/id1663636293?i=1000648345754
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further resources

For Everyone

Craft Complex Characters guide

The Keys to Scenes That Work guide

Morally Grey Characters masterclass

Podcast: Internal goals give characters dimension
Podcast: The versatility of the writing process
Podcast: Where to start your story

Podcast: Our favorite plotting tool: Pivot Point Plans
Podcast: Flawed people are more interesting
Podcast: Static / flat arcs with Lewis Jorstad

Blog: How Plot and Character Intersect



https://goldenmayediting.com/characterguide/
https://goldenmayediting.com/keystoscenesthatwork/
https://goldenmayediting.com/morally-grey-characters-signup/
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/20-internal-goals-give-characters-dimension/id1663636293?i=1000617134871
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/55-the-versatility-of-the-writing-process/id1663636293?i=1000648345754
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/28-where-to-start-your-story/id1663636293?i=1000624034482
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/14-our-favorite-plotting-tool-pivot-point-plans/id1663636293?i=1000611723910
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/3-flawed-people-are-more-interesting/id1663636293?i=1000599982497
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/43-static-flat-arcs-with-lewis-jorstad/id1663636293?i=1000637037563
https://goldenmayediting.com/how-plot-character-intersect/

further resources

For Tenacious Writing members

From Idea to Outline course - Link Here

Scene Structure Simplified course - Link Here

Craft Complex Characters masterclass - Link Here

Your Story’s Heart masterclass - Link Here

The Magic of Plot Twists masterclass - Link Here

How to Craft a Page Turner masterclass - Link Here

Static Character Arcs masterclass with Lewis Jorstad - Link Here
Backstory: The Key to Character Development masterclass - Link Here

Psst... Not in TW? Join Tenacious at tenaciouswriting.com and get instant
access to all of these resources and more!


https://www.tenaciouswriting.com/products/from-idea-to-outline
https://www.tenaciouswriting.com/products/scene-structure-simplified
https://www.tenaciouswriting.com/products/write-better-library/categories/2151067198/posts/2163026655
https://www.tenaciouswriting.com/products/write-better-library/categories/2150859833/posts/2160708524
https://www.tenaciouswriting.com/products/write-better-library/categories/2151067206/posts/2160414154
https://www.tenaciouswriting.com/products/write-better-library/categories/2151067206/posts/2166610531
https://www.tenaciouswriting.com/products/write-better-library/categories/2151067198/posts/2175946537
https://www.tenaciouswriting.com/products/write-better-library/categories/2151067198/posts/2160098141

