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Conflict: 

 Provides stepping stones along a story 
 Shows characters through their reactions to conflict 
 Challenges characters so they can learn and grow  

Types of Conflict 

 From within (person against self): Doubts, fears, insecurity, wants, desires 
o Examples: THE BOY, THE BOAT, AND THE BEAST by Samantha M Clark and THE LONG 

WAY DOWN by Jason Reynolds 
 From other characters (person against person): Parents, friends, bosses, lovers, enemies 

o Examples: Harry Potter series by J.K. Rowling and THE ONLY ROAD by Alexandra Diaz 
 From the setting: Weather, geology, distance, buildings, props 

o Examples: THE MARTIAN by Andy Weir and JURASSIC PARK by Michael Crichton 
 From society: Religious differences, prejudice, rights inequality 

o Examples: THE HUNGER GAMES by Suzanne Collins and THE COLOR PURPLE by Alice 
Walker 

 Bonuses: from supernatural (THE HAUNTING OF HILL HOUSE by Shirley Jackson) and technology 
(DO ANDROIDS DREAM OF ELECTRIC SHEEP (BLADE RUNNER) by Philip K. Dick), but depending 
on how these are used, they’d be part of characters or setting 

How Conflict Helps With Character 

 Conflict in our past informs who we are and how we think and act. 
o Rewards and successes encourage good behavior 
o Danger or trauma builds fears and insecurities 

 Conflict in our present challenges us to overcome our flaws. 

o As in the Hero’s journey 

Building Blocks of Character 



 Gender 
 Age 
 Race 
 Religion 
 Education level 
 Physical ability 
 Personality 
 Experience  

Experience = backstory = character.  

People are made up of emotions that control our thoughts and actions. We learn from our experiences, 
good and bad. Our past experiences help us create core beliefs (things we think about ourselves, other 
people and our world). Core beliefs provide foundations for how we think, but they are often not true. 
For example, a person who was bullied might have a core belief that they are not worthy and will act 
with this belief. 

Examples of core beliefs from positive reinforcement in the past: 

 I’m intelligent – learned from getting good grades 
 I’m worthy – learned from being listened to 

Examples of core beliefs from conflict in the past: 

 I’m a failure – learned from other people constantly telling us we’re wrong 
 I’m weak – learned from being bullied 
 I’m unworthy – learned from being treated as less than 

Knowing your character’s past helps you know their core beliefs. This  helps you create three-
dimensional characters that will jump off the page and will make it easier to know how your character 
will react and act throughout your story. 

Example: Pixar’s Inside Out explores how emotions and core beliefs control us. 
TheOatmeal.com/comics/believe explores how core beliefs work. 

Creating Characters with Conflict 

Draw a line down the center of a piece of paper. Title the left column “Conflict” and the right column 
“Affect.” 

Look at each of the types of conflicts in turn. Work outside-in: society, setting, other characters, conflict 
within. Each will feed the next. Think of scenes from your character’s past (before your story begins). In 
the left-hand column, write the types of conflicts she would have experienced. 



Then in the right-hand column, write the affect this type of conflict would have on your character. For 
example, if your character is like Katniss in THE HUNGER GAMES, living in a society where food is scarce, 
you might be suspicious of others. 

Here are some sample questions to consider for each type of conflict: 

Society: 

 What’s the society your character grew up in? 
 What are the government and rules like? 
 What kind of religion is there, or lack of? 
 Are there prejudices? What kind? 
 What are the of areas of society, i.e. rich or poor? Where does your character fit in? 
 What kinds of conflicts has she dealt with because of this society? 

Setting: 

 Write as many details as you can about the world your character grew up in. 
 Think city or rural, types of architecture, safe or dangerous, privileged or not. 
 Think of weather, tropical or glacial, desert or industrial. 
 Write about the conflict your character experienced because of their setting. 

Outside Characters: 

 Make a list of the people in your character’s life, positive and negative. 
 How do these people interact with your character? 
 What kinds of things do these people call your character? 
 How would they describe your character? 
 How would they treat your character? 

Conflict From Within: 

 Using the Affects column, write the types of feelings your character would have that could cause 
them conflict from within. For example: 

o Insecurity 
o Self-doubt 
o Depression 
o Suspicion 
o Fear 
o Anger 
o Shame 

A chart of examples of basic emotions can be found on this page: 
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/hide-and-seek/201601/what-are-basic-emotions 



This is just a starting point. For example, shame is missing, and shame creates big affects on people. 
Read the works of Brene Brown for more on shame. 

From the affects column you can figure out the core beliefs your character would have about 
themselves, the people around them and their world. Whether they’re true or not, those beliefs affect 
your character. Also, see if there’s one emotion that comes up more than others. This will be the 
controlling emotion for your character. For example, in Pixar’s Inside Out, the character Riley has a 
generally happy backstory, so Joy is her controlling emotion at the beginning of the story. 

Example of things to consider: 

 How do these conflicts or core beliefs affect how this woman lives? 
 How do they affect how she acts? 
 How do they affect the decisions she makes? 
 Have these conflicts created an Achilles’ heel? 
 Are there things she can’t let go or forgive? 
 What are her triggers, and what do they trigger? 
 Does she have secrets? 

This work gives you a baseline for how your character is when your story starts. 

Homework: 

Look within your own past to feed your characters. 

 Think of an incident from your past that affected you deeply. 
 Get personal. 
 Write as many details about the incident as you can, the setting, the people involved… 
 Write how you felt during the incident. 
 Write how the incident changed you. 
 Write a later decision that was affected by this incident. 
 What do you notice from this exercise? 
 What types of events could your character have experienced? 
 How would that affect the person your character is now? 
 Use these to build your character at the start of your story.  

Propelling Characters Through Their Arc with Conflict 

Story moves forward because of a character’s actions, but characters don’t act unless a force (Conflict) 
makes them act. So, conflict is an essential building block of the hero’s journey. As you develop your 
character’s arc, you can use the same types of conflict to force your characters into action. 

Conflict in the Hero’s Journey 



1. Ordinary World 

Character and setting at the beginning of the story, everything we setup in the first half of this class  

2. Call to Adventure 

Conflict begins! Hero is shoved out of her comfort zone. There’s a PROBLEM (Conflict) they can’t 
ignore (Conflict). 

3. Refusal of the Call 

More CONFLICT! Hero must at first refuse the call of the adventure, like Luke refusing Obi-Wan at 
first. The challenge must be difficult (Conflict), otherwise why would readers care?  

4. Meeting the Mentor 

After the Hero decides to follow the call, they must gain skills. (Conflict! If it’s too easy, it won’t be 
interesting.) The harder the challenge, the more skills the Hero will need. (The more skills, the more 
Conflict there will be to get them.)  

5. Crossing the Threshold 

The Hero begins the journey. There’s no turning back! There’s still Conflict and tension in that we 
know the hardship of the road ahead.  

6. Tests, Allies, Enemies 

As she figures out the new world, the Hero faces tests (Conflict), makes allies and discovers enemies 
(Conflict). 

7. Approach the Dragon’s Lair 

Hero gets close to the most dangerous area (Conflict), which is usually the place of the final goal of 
the story. This could be physical (Death Star) or mental (Rocky’s insecurities).  

8. Ordeal 

Hero faces biggest test (Conflict!), confronts greatest fear (Conflict!), hits rock bottom and must 
move through it to continue.  

9. Reward 

Hero gets the knowledge they need to complete their quest, BUT they still have to go through the 
Conflict to get that reward. 

10. The Road Back 



Hero begins the return to her ordinary world, BUT has to deal with the consequences of everything 
that happened before (Conflict).  

11. Resurrection 

The Hero is tested (Conflict!) one last time. 

12. Return With the Elixir 

The Hero has conquered the Conflict, learned and gained new skills along her journey, and returns 
to her normal life a different person. 

Remember: 

 Characters must be proactive in their own story, whether they want to or not. Conflict forces 
them to be. 

 To push the story forward, conflict should oppose your character’s goal. 
 Conflict changes throughout the story—and so will your character. 
 Conflict must BUILD as the story goes on. 
 Think about conflict at every step. 
 What does your character want at this point and what could get in their way? 
 How can their own decisions create hurdles? 
 How can other characters try to stop them? 
 How will their journey be affected by society? 
 What objects in the setting could cause problems? 
 How can you make it worse for your character? 

Using Inner Conflict 

Donald Maass describes inner conflict as “a debate that can’t be won, an unavoidable fork in a road that 
leads to two equally feared or desired destinations.” (Writing 21st Century Fiction)  

 Inner turmoil = indecision 
 Inner conflict = dilemma 

You want inner conflict. 

Things to consider: 

 How can inner conflicts box in your character? How can they escalate? 
 What does your character want? What’s the opposite? Could they want both? 
 What has your character always sworn they’ll never do? What if they have to do it to save the 

day? 
 What if they find out their biggest principle is wrong?  



Bonus Ways Conflict Helps Writers 

 Show instead of tell – If you’re trying to show a character is insecure, give them a conflict where 
they’ll act insecure 

 Keep tension high – Conflict keeps readers questioning whether the character will succeed, 
which keeps tension high 

 Better control pacing – Add more conflict for faster pacing 
 Muscle up the middle – When you’re building up the long middle section of your story, use 

conflict to keep the action moving 
 Add layers to scenes – Use multiple types of conflict in the same scene to add depth 
 Increase emotional impact – Build up inner conflict and conflicting character wants to add 

emotion to scenes 
 Keep readers turning pages – Conflict keeps readers invested in the story 

Craft Book Recommendations 

 WRITING 21ST CENTURY FICTION by Donald Maass 
 DAMN FINE STORY: MASTERING THE TOOLS OF A POWERFUL NARRATIVE by Chuck Wendig 
 THE WRITER’S FIELD GUIDE TO THE CRAFT OF FICTION by Michael Noll 
 THE WRITER’S JOURNEY by Christopher Vogler 

Questions? 

Find me here: 

 SamanthaMClark.com 
 Twitter.com/samclarkwrites  
 Instagram.com/samanthamclarkbooks  
 Facebook.com/samanthamclarkauthor  
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