



HOOKS, STAKEs, and CONFLICTs


INTRODUCTION


While a great script undoubtedly needs compelling characters and an interesting premise, 
neither of these are enough if there aren’t sufficient hooks, stakes, and conflicts to keep the 
audience engaged. Sure, you can bypass these elements if you’ve already made it and 
studios are willing to take a bet that you’re still bankable, but if you’re still trying to break in, 
can you really afford not to make your script as engrossing, captivating, and memorable as 
possible? 


Before we go any further, let’s get the definitions out of the way first.


Hook: A hook is anything that grabs your attention. It can be the logline that made you want 
to read the full script, it can be the incredible inciting incident that creates anticipation for 
what’s yet to come, or it can be the impossible decision that a character has to make during 
the gripping opening scene that leaves you itching to find out more. 


Stakes: Once the reader has been hooked, the stakes are what keep them turning the page. 
They’re the reason and motivating force that drives every action or line of dialogue that a 
character makes. The stakes tell us what’s at risk should the character fail, and the bigger the 
stakes, the more pivotal their goal becomes. In essence, it’s why we should care about your 
characters.   


Conflict: This is the driving force behind every great story. Although we naturally try to avoid 
conflict in real life, we’re drawn to it when it comes to storytelling. Conflict comes in many 
forms. It can be the hook and the stakes, plus any other element that creates problems, 
obstacles, or challenges between two opposing forces. Without conflict, you risk having a 
bland and uninteresting story, and no one wants to watch a boring movie! 


Now that we know what these different elements are, let’s look at how to incorporate them 
into your screenplay…




HOOKS 


Previously, a writer had to find a way to hook the reader within the first 10-pages, now you 
need to be doing it as early as the first page. And it’s not just a one-time incident, you’ve got 
to keep creating more hooks throughout your script to ensure that the reader (and 
audience) makes it to the end. 


This also involves understanding how to pace your story too. Keeping the dramatic 
momentum moving forward, eradicating lulls where the reader’s interest may be waning, 
and knowing how to structure the narrative. Do some quick research into the genre and 
format that you’re writing in first. Thrillers will have a faster pace than a romance, one-hour 
tv dramas will be a little slower than half-hour tv comedies etc, but on the whole, 
contemplate inserting a hook into your story every 10-15 pages (including on page-one!). 


Let’s look at 10 different ways you can use to hook the reader/viewer during the opening 
scene, but which can also be applied at any stage of your story too. 


1: CREATE A THREAT


Putting a character into immediate peril can be a great way to generate an emotional 
connection between the audience and a character without spending much time on 
establishing who they are first. This can work especially well when used in conjunction with 
the natural instincts of the audience. Who isn’t going to be worried for a small child who’s 
just fallen into the lion enclosure at the zoo, for the first responder who’s equipment fails 
while they’re rescuing a trapped dog up high on a cliff, or for the old woman with dementia 
who’s going to light a match after forgetting they left the gas cooker on? 


Which characters can you use in your story to put in serious danger, evoking fear, dread, and 
worry from the audience, making them want to keep watching to find out what happens? 




2: SURPRISE TWIST


You can’t just start with a surprise. The audience won’t know that something is a surprise 
unless you’ve set it up beforehand, meaning that a surprise comes in two parts. You need to 
establish the ‘normal world’ first and then break it. This way, you’re breaking the viewers 
assumptions. They thought they were going into one thing, but suddenly, they don’t know 
what’s coming next. Pulp Fiction is great example of this, where we open with two people 
enjoying lunch at a diner having a seemingly ordinary conversation. Then they abruptly pull 
out guns and hold the place up. 




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jomr9SAjcyw


What surprise twist could you add to your story that would put the audience on guard, 
unable to predict what’s going to happen next, and keep them rooted to their seats? 


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jomr9SAjcyw


3: USE A SECRET


The desire to uncover a secret can create a great hook, but much like you need to establish 
the normal world before inserting a surprise, you also first need to establish that something 
(aka the secret) exists, that it’s very important to the story, and that it’s hidden. Citizen Kane 
is probably one of the most famous examples of using this device. The huge ‘No Trespassing’ 
sign that we see first immediately tells us that there’s something being kept from us, there’s 
a mysterious mansion deep behind the gates, and a dying man uttering his last word, 
“Rosebud”.  We know the word is important but we don’t know the meaning behind it and 
we might never find out, because he’s just died, making it a secret we want to discover. 




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-r0b_XeRkG4 


Could establishing an intriguing secret that the audience will want to discover more about 
help create a larger hook in your screenplay? 


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-r0b_XeRkG4


4: USE A COLD OPEN


This isn’t exclusive to tv shows, where you’ll see the device being used more often, it’s also a 
useful way to get straight into the action during feature films too. A cold open often comes 
in the form of a flash-forward to a critical moment in the story where the audience will be 
left asking “what happened in order for the story to end up at this point?” The Hangover is a 
good example of this type of hook, where after some brief setup showing wedding 
preparations, the movie cuts to one character standing in the middle of the desert making a 
distress call – “We fucked up. We lost Doug” aka the groom. Again, there’s lots of intrigue 
being created. We want to find out just how exactly he “fucked up”. 




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qvRaL-mksyQ


Does moving your stories critical break into act 3 moment to the beginning work to create 
an irresistible hook to your movie? 




5: CREATE A THEMATIC OPENING


If your story is based around an interesting theme, that alone can be enough to hook the 
viewers, but the key here is having a really interesting theme, not your bog standard ‘can 
good triumph over evil?’, ‘will love conquer all?”, or ‘man vs. nature’. Controversial themes 
can create instant hooks for both good and bad reasons, but the theme itself needs to be 
controversial. Brokeback Mountain is essentially a movie about what can happen if you’re 
not true to yourself, but it used a controversial subject matter of two cowboys falling in love. 
Audiences weren’t ready for the 1978 release of I Spit on Your Grave, which at its core is a 
revenge movie, but in addition to that it’s about women taking control of their own destiny, 
albeit very dramatically. 


Visuals may not be enough to clearly express a gripping theme when used as a opener, and 
you may need to verbalise the theme first in order to grab the audience, such as in The 
Godfather, where Bonasera talks directly to camera to declare “I believe in America. America 
has made my fortune…” which establishes the theme that America’s corrupt values has 
become the norm, creating a fascinating hook to the movie. 




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K6LKszIrDzo 


Is the theme of your story strong enough alone to become a hook? If it isn’t, is there scope 
to heighten it, explore it from a new angle, or look at a more controversial aspect of it? 

 


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K6LKszIrDzo


6: WITHHOLD INFORMATION 


Create mystery and intrigue by keeping vital information hidden from the audience and raise 
questions that the viewers will want the answers to. Instead of having a linear sequence of 
events, such as: A wronged employee breaking into their workplace after hours, who heads 
to the bosses office intending to vandalise it, but the bosses son happens to have stayed 
back because he’s stealing from the company, disturbed by the employee, the son panics 
and shoots the employee dead and flees the scene. In the morning the boss arrives to find 
the dead employee. 


But if we rewrite that sequence taking out some bits of information turning into something 
like this – the wronged employee breaks into his place of work, he heads to the boss’s office 
with intentions to vandalise it, in the morning the boss finds the dead employee in his office. 
Now the audience will have some big questions to ask about what happened in between, 
propelling them to keep watching in order to find out. 


What vital pieces of your story could you cut out and reveal later in order to create a worthy 
hook? 




7: CREATE THE MYSTERIOUS


This differs from creating mystery by withholding information, in that you present everything 
up front. We’re talking about creating a scene or image that defies all explanation. The 
opening sequence of The Shape of Water does this perfectly. We glide through what at first 
looks like an aquarium, down a long corridor with fish, and into a fully submerged 
apartment. The audience wonders where they are, if some sort of disaster’s taken place, but 
as we enter further and see the protagonist, Elisa, gently floating above her bed, we come to 
understand this is some sort of surreal scene, which mystifies us and leaves us wanting 
more. 




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rnoqxy934-Q 


What strong mysterious imagery could you use to not only set the tone, the style, and the 
mood, but fascinate, captivate, and arouse the audience’s interest? 

 


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rnoqxy934-Q


8: CREATE A PARADOX


A paradox is a scenario that creates a puzzling contradiction. It’s how John Conner was able 
to send Kyle Reese back in time to become his father in Terminator and it’s Joanna Kramer 
telling her kid, Billy, that she loves him before packing her suitcase to leave in Kramer vs. 
Kramer. It’s two opposing contradictions that can only be answered by watching the movie 
such as in Serpico, where we see a dying Frank Serpico in the back of an ambulance after 
being shot in the head. In a call to the police station, when asked if a cop did it, the response 
comes as “I know six cops said they’d like to”, creating two possibilities, either Serpico was 
shot by a cop, which would mean that the whole force is corrupt, or he wasn’t shot by a cop, 
begging the question, why would they think that they would? 


What two pieces of conflicting information could you present in your script that would leave 
the audience wondering which interpretation is correct, inviting them to find out more? 




9: USE THE INCITING INCIDENT


The inciting incident is the thing that propels your protagonist out of their old world into a 
new one. It’s the moment that forces them to start their journey, whether they want to or 
not. In most traditional screenwriting guides, you’re advised to insert the inciting incident in 
or around the 12-15-page mark, but increasingly, it’s advised you actually begin your story 
on this story beat instead. That’s not possible in every case, as yes, very often, you will need 
to establish the characters, the world, the setting etc, so this isn’t a hard and fast rule to 
apply to all of your scripts. There’s roughly 7-15 different kinds of inciting incidents to use, 
varying from losing something important, meeting a potentially perfect partner, discovering 
a crime to solve etc. Some of these will be covered in the CONFLICT section, so skip ahead to 
find more specific ideas there, but if you have a powerful inciting incident in your script, it 
could work very well as a means to hook the reader early on too. 


Examine your own script to find out whether there’s scope to minimise the setup, cut the 
backstory, and to move your inciting incident closer to the beginning in order to hook the 
reader fast. 




10: WRITE WELL!


You can also use well-crafted and engrossing writing to hook the reader just as much as any 
narrative device discussed previously. Captivating writing that’s evocative, spell-bounding, 
exciting, and enjoyable to read is also a viable way to keep the reader turning the page. A 
great idea and original characters won’t be enough if the writing is boring, bland, 
emotionless, or full of spelling, grammar, and formatting errors. The same applies to the 
dialogue. If your characters don’t sound realistic, natural, or believable, then the reader will 
have a hard time engaging with them. Every word counts. That’s why screenwriters spend 
endless amounts of time deciding on the most effective verbs, adverbs, and adjectives to use 
in their scripts.   


Do a pass to make sure your script is as enjoyable to read as it will be to watch! 




STAKES


You don’t need to just establish the stakes at the beginning of your story during Act 1. If you 
want to craft a gripping screenplay, they’re something you need to integrate into every 
single scene too. While yes, the more conflict you can cram into your story the better, it’s 
been argued that no, not every scene has to contain conflict – but they must contain stakes. 


Stakes are what keep the reader turning the pages and the audience in their theatre seats. If 
a character has nothing to gain or lose during a scene, no matter how big or small, what else 
is there to keep us interested? 


But how can you create compelling stakes and how do you make sure that the stakes are 
present during all of your scenes? Here are 5 methods to examine…




1: CREATE A STAKES CHARACTER


This is sometimes referred to as a ‘Triangle of Conflict’. In addition to your protagonist and 
antagonist, you also include a stakes character instead of the MC having something material 
or psychological to lose. 


Often the MC and the villain are fighting in order to win the stakes character. In the comedy 
Bridesmaids, the main character, Annie, is essentially battling against the supposed ‘bad 
guy’, Helen, as each of them try to claim the honor of being the stakes character, Lillian’s, 
best friend. 




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mcX4t9BvMtM


The antagonist doesn’t always need to be directly competing to ‘win’ the stake character. In 
Happy Death Day, a horror with the MC, Tree, being trapped in a time loop, forever being 
killed by a murderer, the stakes character is Carter, who represents the life that Tree could 
have if she could break free of the time loop.


Sometimes the stakes character can already be dead! John Wick’s deceased wife can be seen 
to represent what’s at stake for him as he tracks down the mobsters who killed the dog she 
gave him before she died. 


Could it be worth creating or converting an already existing character in your story to 
become a ‘stakes character’ worth your MC fighting for? 


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mcX4t9BvMtM


2: CREATE CONSEQUENCES


Consequences are a natural means of progressing the story. Something happens that forces 
your MC to take action, that action should create conflict that they now need to react to, 
and there’s probably going to be consequences to that reaction which in turn causes 
another action. Wash, rinse, repeat. Cause and effect. It’s how a story at its most basic form 
keeps moving forward.  


If there are no repercussions or consequences to your MC’s actions (or lack of action), why 
should the audience care? Knowing what the MC stands to lose if they don’t succeed can be 
a huge way to help not only motivate the character, but to help the audience emotionally 
engage with them too. 


You can use consequences to heighten already established stakes. Say for example, a man 
needs to stop a runaway train full of passengers from crashing. The stakes are personal. His 
daughter is on that train. But we can increase the stakes here by giving the man a difficult 
choice. He’s presented with an opportunity to save everyone on that train by diverting it. 
Problem is, that diversion will cause a different train to crash into a hugely populated area, 
with a high chance of killing five times as many people. To top it off, his wife is there, 
creating the possibly consequence of her dying instead. It’s a crude example, but you get the 
gist. Really terrible consequences create bigger stakes, which in turn mean a more gripping 
story. 


What are the terrible consequences (if any) that lay in store for your MC should they fail and 
how can you make them worse? 




3: ADD A TIME CONSTRAINT


A ticking time-bomb element can be a great way to add stakes AND to heighten them. If the 
MC only has a certain amount of time to achieve their goal, it adds even more tension to the 
storyline. A time constraint can be inserted at any time during the story, and you only need 
to keep drastically cutting that time limit in half to up the drama. 


A time constraint basically means running against the clock, piling on the pressure, but you 
don’t literally need to have a clock. Speed took this and twisted it by creating danger if the 
bus slowed past a specific speed. You can also add dramatic irony to this by allowing the 
audience to know that there’s a time limitation, but the MC doesn’t, making us even more 
afraid for them. 




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-WET2FZmPo4 


The shorter the time constraint, the more tension and pressure. We all knew what that the 
Titanic was going to sink eventually, but the paced upped dramatically the moment the 
water started to rise, quickly engulfing the ship and its passengers.


Could adding a time limit or ticking time bomb element to your script help increase the 
dramatic momentum at a period when the drama has begun to slow (which can often 
happen just after midpoint)? Or could cutting an existing time constraint even further help 
notch up the pace a gear even more?


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-WET2FZmPo4


4: SCENE BY SCENE STAKES


As mentioned at the beginning, stakes should feature in every scene, not just the pivotal 
story beats and turning points. To do this, think of every scene as a mini movie with its own 
beginning, middle, and end. Use ARC (think character arc) and apply Action, Reaction, 
Consequence. 


You need to know what each character’s goal is first, and with that in mind, then ask what 
does each character stand to win or lose in each scene too? Every action, decision, 
revelation, or conflict that occurs during that scene needs to either somehow take them 
closer or further away from achieving their goal. 


Go through your screenplay, one scene at a time. Can you identify the conflict occurring and 
whether it affects what the MC has to lose/gain in each one? If not, you probably need to 
add in more conflict. Keep reading on…




5: MAKE IT PERSONAL


When creating stakes, the first thing you need to figure out is ‘what is the most important 
thing to your MC?’ and the more personal you can make that ‘thing’, the more emotionally 
invested your MC will be when trying to keep it, and in turn, your audience will be more 
emotionally invested in your MC because of this. 


John McClane isn’t just saving a building full of hostages from murderous terrorists in Die 
Hard, he’s also trying to save his estranged wife, hoping to reconnect and save their failing 
relationship in the process too. 


Kyle Reece hasn’t only travelled through time to stop an A.I. attempting to wipe out the 
entire human race in The Terminator, he’s also travelled through time because he’s in love 
with Sarah Connor, giving him an emotional connection to his much larger goal too. 




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y1qOIzsLdLA


If the MC is personally invested, you can use it as a driving motivating force behind all of 
their actions, but it’s essential to make sure that the audience first understand how 
important whatever the MC stands to lose is to them first. If a character must hand over 
their life savings in order to save their father, but we learn that their father was an abusive 
drunk who made everyone’s life a misery, is the possibility of losing that person going to 
create any real stakes worth fighting for? Probably not.


Is there a way to create a personal stake in whatever scenario your MC has already come up 
against? Make sure to tell the audience just how important that ‘personal stake’ is to your 
MC too.  


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y1qOIzsLdLA


CONFLICT


If you haven’t got it by now, here’s a reminder. The more conflict, the better! But as we’ve 
already gone over, this doesn’t necessarily mean that you need to force conflict into every 
single scene. Not every scene is protagonist versus antagonist. Stories also need moments of 
light relief, to relax and recuperate after high drama, or they may just need to show the 
passage of time, so you’ll need to make your own judgements on when adding conflict to a 
scene is working with, or against, the overall script. 


But for those of you looking for some quick answers on exactly how to insert some conflict 
should you need it, here are 10 different ways to slip more conflict into your story, act, 
sequence, or scene…


1: GIVE THE MC A TERRIBLE SECRET 


Secrets are great at adding conflict, whether it’s a dark secret that the MC has about 
themselves that could damage their reputation, a secret that if revealed could help achieve 
the MC’s goal but comes at a heavy price, a secret that places a loved one in jeopardy, or a 
secret weakness or vulnerability etc, the list could go on. 




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=awU3_elyQMI&t=105s


The main takeaway is that if you have a character trying to keep something secret, you 
instantly have a powerful motivating force behind their actions, there’s potential to make it 
emotionally crippling if revealed, and it can also help fulfil a character arc if the person 
guarding the secret can find the courage to reveal it. The concept can also be flipped. What 
lengths could a character go to discover a secret? When revealed, has finding out the truth 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=awU3_elyQMI&t=105s


finally led to happiness or devastation? What trust issues could occur when a character feels 
like they’re being kept in the dark about something pivotal? 


2: LET YOUR CHARACTERS FAIL


An MC who easily overcomes every obstacle, challenge, or problem risks being boring to 
watch. The audience don’t want to see the hero succeed at every turn, they want to see 
them struggle, to have their abilities pushed to the limit, and to see them fail (so that they 
can come back stronger than ever before of course). 


If there’s been no real difficulty in achieving the goal, that success is going to be rather 
underwhelming, predictable, and lack the emotional punch that it should have. If the MC 
hasn’t worked hard to earn their reward, have they really done enough to deserve the win, 
and will the viewers be left feeling satisfied?


If you don’t have any moments of failure for your MC, at least consider the ‘All is lost’ 
moment that most stories contain. If you don’t let your MC fail here, this turning point will 
feel weak and disappointing. 


Have a think about which moment in your script would the audience least likely expect your 
MC to fail. Can you heighten this moment in order to make the problem worse for the MC 
and help increase the stakes? What new information could your MC learn if they failed and 
how can they apply that knowledge and turn it into a win later on? 




3: CREATE IMPOSSIBLE DECISIONS


Keeping your MC active throughout their journey is important. If a character isn’t driving the 
plot forward, they’re being passive, which in turn can create a rather lacklustre hero that 
isn’t worth rooting for. Forcing your MC to make difficult decisions can be a great way to 
ensure that you’re keeping them active.


The harder the choice/decision, the more compelling the story. Sophie’s Choice is possibly 
the most famous example, where Sophie must choose which of her young children will live 
and which will die while imprisoned in a Nazi concentration camp. While the majority of the 
movie focuses more on the after effects of having to make such a horrific decision, it’s a 
compelling revelation that hooks us. 




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RaPBzhEsCL0


Whether your MC makes the right or wrong choice, you’re forcing them to take action, so 
brainstorm what impossible choices you could present to your own MC in order to grab the 
viewers and leave them hanging on to discover what happens next. 


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RaPBzhEsCL0


4: GIVE YOUR MC A FLAW, WEAKNESS, OR LIMITATION


Not only is this a great way to make your characters more human, relatable, and create 
empathy, it’s also a great way to increase the conflict too. This can be heightened even 
further if the character flaw is the MC’s own fault, which is usually is. A great flaw is one that 
initially prevents a character from succeeding, but through growth, they can turn it to their 
advantage and it becomes a strength that they can use to achieve their goal. 


That makes it sound easier than it really is, so first consider which flaw is most in-tune with 
the problem they face. Can’t swim but must take action in the water, a perpetual liar who 
needs to learn how to tell the truth, etc. 


Consider different ways to use your MC’s flaw to create more problems for them. Can their 
weakness be used against them? Can it be used to create temptation? And what must occur 
for the MC to overcome their flaw? 




5: CREATE A POWER STRUGGLE/COMPETITION


When two or more sets of characters are striving to achieve the same goal, increasing the 
level of competition can lead to an increased amount of conflict too. The same applies when 
there’s a power struggle involved. Either a character is striving to gain more power, fighting 
to retain the power they already have, or are trying to overturn the power someone else has 
upon them. The winner gains freedom, and whoever loses risks being dictated to, losing 
control, or oppression, all of which make great motivations to succeed.  


A competition or power struggle can be anything from world domination to whose got the 
upper hand in a parent and child relationship, from competing to win an Olympic medal to 
competing to gain the respect of a loved one. The important factor is that it really matters to 
the characters involved. 


Could inserting a competitive element or power struggle into your story help heighten the 
conflict? What would your characters be willing to do to stop their rivals? What emotional 
stake is at risk if either should fail? How does the MC or antagonist react to winning/losing? 




6: CREATE CHARACTERS WITH OPPOSING VALUES


Some of the best comedies play on two opposite characters being forced together with 
ensuing calamity caused by the conflict this creates between them, but this isn’t just for 
comedies. There’s a multitude of ways that opposing characters, teams, fractions, cultures 
etc can be used to increase the conflict. 


Opposites can attract, such as Wall-E and Eve, opposites can add another perspective, such 
as sceptic Scully to believer Mulder in the X-Files, or it can be as simple as good versus evil, 
such as the good dogs and the evil cats in Cats & Dogs. 


By nature, two opposite characters are going to clash. Take a close look at your MC. What’s 
their religion (if any), their political affiliation, their nationality, their social status, education, 
and personality like? Now consider applying the opposite traits to the characters around 
them. It doesn’t just have to be the antagonist. You can insert mini conflicts between 
supporting characters just as much in order to keep that conflict flowing. 




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l2HKhPyQy80


If you have two characters who generally have a harmonious relationship, such as the ‘best 
friend’, the ‘comic relief’, or the ‘mentor’ characters, you can still look for ways to wedge 
them apart to create an unexpected upset. Giving your MC opposing goals, attitudes, or 
agendas can work just as well. 


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l2HKhPyQy80


7: CREATE A WORTHY ANTAGONIST


This seems obvious, but you’d be surprised at how often a script neglects to fully develop a 
worthy antagonist for the hero, and a hero is only as good as the antagonist they face! 
Again, it’s ensuring that you’re throwing everything you’ve got at your MC, and who better 
to do that than the antagonist? 


Not every story has a human antagonist, such as disaster movies or monster movies, but if 
you can squeeze one in, your story will be better for it. A well-crafted antagonist who is just 
as developed, believable, and understandable as your MC is worth achieving. They don’t 
even need to be a villain; they just need to be determined to stop your MC from reaching 
their goal. 


There are several ways to use your antagonist to create conflict. Giving them both the same 
goal can allow them to become more personally invested, you can make your antagonist 
similar qualities to your MC which allows you to show who your MC might end up becoming 
if they don’t choose a different path, you can use your antagonist to play on your MC’s 
weaknesses, as well as testing their strengths. Basically, your antagonist should be used to 
throw every obstacle possible at your MC. If they’re not, you’ve either got a weak 
antagonist, or the wrong antagonist. 




8: GIVE THE MC AN IMMEDIATE DISADVANTAGE 


This differs from giving a character a flaw, weakness, or limitation, as a disadvantage can be 
overcome and they aren’t necessarily the characters own fault. Not having the right skillset 
to achieve their goals at the start, for example, can help to create conflict, struggle, and help 
get the audience on the hero’s side, but through time, they can also learn and develop their 
skills, so much so that they lead to the MC having a minor, but pivotal, advantage over their 
rivals. 


An immediate disadvantage can also help generate empathy from the audience. We love to 
root for the underdog, so what handicaps, limitations, or obstacles could you create for your 
MC straight off the bat? This could be anything from a physical disability, an emotional 
disability, a past trauma, or an inability to solve whatever huge problem they’re faced with. 


What’s the worst disadvantage you could give to someone facing the problem you’ve given 
your MC? What further problems, failures, and conflicts could arise from that disadvantage? 
What negative decisions/feelings caused by being disadvantaged could prompt your MC to 
take either a positive or negative action?  




9: GIVE YOUR MC A FEAR


Knowing what your MC is most afraid of can really help create empathy, especially if it’s a 
common fear that we all share, and as soon as you inform the viewers of this fear, it creates 
anticipation and conflict, as we all know they the hero will have to face their fear at some 
point in the movie. 


If you’re clever enough, you can use your hero’s fear, which can be anything from a fear of 
heights, a fear of failure, a fear of being alone, and let your antagonist use that to continually 
create conflict. If your MC is afraid of public humiliation, for example, your antagonist better 
be finding multiple ways to inflict that feeling on your MC, until the moment they’re able to 
face it and grow. 


Including a secret fear that isn’t revealed until much later is another way to turn it up a 
notch. Initially Clarice Starling in Silence of the Lambs expresses her fear that she’s not good 
enough to be an FBI agent. She’s overshadowed both physically and authority-wise by her 
male counterparts, but it’s not until much later that we discover her secret fear – she’s 
scared that her impoverished background will become known and hold her back – which 
adds a whole new dynamic to the character, creating more conflict in the process. 




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2LrFsXAvzqc


What expressed (and/or hidden) fear could you give your MC that keeps holding them back 
when confronted by challenges? What lengths would your MC go to, to avoid facing their 
fear? What unexpected reaction could your MC have when confronted by their fear etc? 


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2LrFsXAvzqc


10: MAKE THE MC OBSESSED WITH SOMETHING


Obsession can be both a positive and a negative trait for your characters. Obsessed 
characters are driven characters and an all-encompassing fixation can make characters make 
a whole host of irrational actions, wrong decisions, and say stupid things – all of which can 
be used to create conflict in your script. You can turn a character’s obsession into their major 
flaw, such as the need to seek justice, the desire to win at all costs, blind-siding other people 
in their lives to focus on their passion etc. 


Obsession can also create a sense of urgency in a similar way that a time constraint can, 
which can add tension, anticipation, dread, and fear in the audience. It can also generate a 
sense of importance, so the audience can really understand why the MC’s goal is ultra-
significant to them, in turn making their actions more believable and understandable. 


What fixation could you give your MC that would force them to take action more readily? 
How has their obsession disrupted their lives, effected relationships, cost them financially 
etc? Would making them choose between their obsession and another option help create 
added conflict as well as show character growth? 


That’s just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to creating conflict. Use your imagination, 
draw from your own life experiences, or be influenced by what you’ve already watched on 
screen, in books, or via audio dramas.  




CONCLUSION


Go read some spec scripts. Simply Scripts has a great catalogue of original unproduced spec 
scripts hosted online. Reddit’s subreddit Read My Script is full of aspiring screenwriters 
looking for feedback on their scripts. Reply to any script pages that have been posted in the 
Script Hub’s Rate My Page section. Pay particular attention to what, if anything, grabs you, 
what makes you want to keep reading, and also take note of what doesn’t. Now go forth and 
apply what you’ve learned to your own writing! 


https://www.simplyscripts.com/original-unproduced-scripts.html
https://www.reddit.com/r/ReadMyScript/
https://membership.shorescripts.com/products/private-community-hub/community/feed?topic_id=2147522117

