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INTRODUCTION
My name is Laura Packer, and I’ ve been a
professional storyteller for almost three
decades. In that time I’ ve pondered,
learned, and written about many
different aspects of storytelling. One of
the things I’ ve learned is that effective
stories, the ones that capture audiences
and tellers alike, are often built on
compelling characters. Rarely do
storytellers intentionally explore what it
means to base stories on characters
rather than events.
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Many of us tell stories that are mostly
driven by plot, rather than character.
There’ s nothing wrong with plot driven
storytelling, but adding a new approach
to your repertoire will deepen your craft,
telling, and understanding of how to
work with stories.
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What is the difference between plot driven
and character driven storytelling?
Please remember that both plot driven
and character driven storytelling are
valid and powerful.
Throughout this e-workbook, I’ ll include
examples from Little Red Riding Hood to
help you understand how character
driven storytelling works. Sections about
the child or in her voice will be in red.
Sections about the wolf or in his voice
will be in blue. Sections about other
characters or from another narrative
perspective will be in green. You do not
have to go through these exercises for
every character in your story--that would
be very difficult and probably wouldn’ t
result in a character driven story.--I did
this so you can see how it works for
different kinds of characters. I wanted
you to have a variety of examples. You
do not have to use Little Red Riding
Hood at all; use whatever story you
want.

Character driven storytelling is focused on
the characters’ experiences, feelings, and
internal motivations. The story is moved
along by their actions and responses to
external events rather than by external
events only. First person narratives are
often, though not always, character driven.
If Little Red Riding Hood were told as a
character driven story, then the teller might
spend time sharing what Red feels as she
walks through the woods, why the Wolf is so
hungry and how he feels about it, or what
the mother’ s motivation was in sending Red
out alone. Character driven storytelling is
more of a character study, exploring who
the characters are and why they behave the
way they do. The characters' actions move
the plot along, not the other way around.

Plot driven storytelling is focused on the
events, the actions, and the plot itself.
The characters certainly exist, but their
motivations and internal experiences
aren’ t the focus of the story. The journey-the plot--is the point of the story. Many
fairy tales are plot driven--"happily ever
after" is the goal, and less important is
what the characters think or feel as they
get there. Little Red Riding Hood is
typically told as a story where things
happen to Red, while her feelings and
motivations are relatively unimportant.
It’ s often implied that the Wolf is hungry,
but some tellings don’ t include even that
detail, so his motivations are unclear.
Those tellings that describe the Wolf as
hungry still don’ t focus on him and his
feelings as a fleshed-out character. It
remains a plot driven telling.

The best stories usually have some
elements of both plot and character
driven development. The teller knows
what’ s happening, what the goal is, and
how to get there (all elements of plot)
and who the characters are, what
motivates them, and how they feel about
the events of the story (character
driven).
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What can you expect
in this e-workbook?

This workbook is focused
on helping you develop
your characters more
fully, so your stories can
have more character
driven focus. Not every
story is appropriate for
this kind of storytelling,
but if you experiment with
it, you’ ll find your stories
may deepen in the telling.
You’ ll care more about
your characters, and you
can connect more with
your audiences, because
the audience cares more
about the characters as
well as the events.
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The e-workbook is selfpaced. You decide how
much to do and when.
Each section has some
thoughts about the topic
at hand, questions for you
to answer, exercises to try,
and a place where you can
reflect on your
experiences.
There are no right or
wrong answers, this is a
chance for you to
experiment and learn.
One warning before we
dive into the work:
Learning how to develop
characters more fully may
change how you approach
storytelling. The
experience of knowing
your characters’ feelings,
motivations, hopes and
fears can change how you
structure your stories and
interact with your
audiences. All of this can
lead to more powerful,
empowering storytelling.
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Part One: What kinds of
stories are you telling now?

Before we begin the work of developing character driven stories, it’s helpful to understand what kinds of
stories you are already telling. As I said in the introduction, there is nothing wrong with plot driven stories,
and nothing more right about character driven stories, so this is a chance to describe what you already
know and where you might learn more.
Think of a story you have told for some time, one you feel is typical of your storytelling. Think about the
protagonist, the main character, then answer the following questions quickly. It’s important to write down
the first answers that occur to you, and to not think about it for too long because those first answers help
reveal if the story is plot or character driven. Noticing what you know and what you don’t is useful.

1 - WHAT IS YOUR PROTAGONIST’S GOAL IN THE STORY?

2 - WHAT STANDS IN THEIR WAY?

3 - WHAT WILL THEY LOSE IF THEY DON’T ACHIEVE THEIR GOAL?

4 - WHAT IS THE REWARD IF THEY ACHIEVE THE GOAL?
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5 - WHAT IS THEIR NAME?

6 - WHAT COLOR ARE THEIR EYES OR HAIR?

7 - WHAT IS THEIR GREATEST FLAW AND THEIR GREATEST STRENGTH?

8 - WHAT OR WHOM DO THEY LOVE?

9 - WHAT OR WHOM DO THEY FEAR?

10 - WHAT IS THEIR SECRET?

Questions 1-4 are plot focused while 5-10 are character focused. If you answered 1-4 more easily then
your telling of this story is plot driven; if you answered 5-10 more easily then your telling of this story is
character driven. Neither approach is wrong, it just indicates how you tell the story.
The rest of this e-workbook focuses on helping you develop your characters more deeply. Once you’ve
done so, you can choose to tell the story with the character as the focus, or to use what you know about
the character as a way to deepen the telling, without sharing that information with the audience.
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exercise
Think about the media you love (storytelling, books, films, tv shows) and try to figure out how much they
are plot or character driven. If the characters don’t change very much (like in many popular tv shows), then
they are probably mostly plot driven. If they are about the character’s development and how they change
(like in many literary works), then they are probably mostly plot driven. This is a useful exercise to work on
the differences between plot and character driven stories.

TYPE OF MEDIA/TITLE

PLOT OR CHARACTER DRIVEN

STORYTELLING PIECE:

BOOK:

FILM:

TV OR STREAMED SHOW:

reflection
Think about what you hope to gain by learning more about character driven stories. Do you want to
understand your characters more thoroughly? Do you hope to understand why certain kinds of stories
appeal to you? Do you want to help your audience identify with your characters? Do you want to learn
something new about storytelling? There are no right or wrong answers. It sometimes helps people learn
more easily if they know why they want to learn something.
Share answers here:
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Part two: Who is your
character?
Because character driven storytelling
is focused on characters, you need to
know who they are in far more detail
than you will ever share with your
audience. It’ s not that you’ re keeping
secrets from your listeners; it’ s that they
don’ t need to know all of the details you
know. The details helps the teller
understand the character more
thoroughly, so the teller can make the
character more alive for the listeners.
It may help to remember that you
respond to different experiences based
on your whole life experiences that
creates you. So it is with your characters.
What they do, how they respond, and
what happens next is based on their
whole experience and being. This section
is designed to help you learn more about
your characters than you may ever have
wanted to know, but it will deepen your
telling, and enliven your characters.
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Take one character at a time through
these questions. This gives them a
chance to develop as an individual,
rather than as a character influenced by
everyone else in the story. While they
certainly will be influenced by others in
the story itself, you want to know about
them by themselves and unaffected by
others. You may want to answer the
following questions briefly or with more
detail. It’ s up to you. You don’ t have to
answer every single question, but I would
recommend answering at least two in
each section.
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Who is your character now...
AND HOW DO THEY APPEAR TO OTHERS?

CHARACTER 1

CHARACTER 2

CHARACTER 3

Name - if known
Age

Young, old, middle-aged,
younger than they look, etc.

Appearance

If human, then describe
eye and hair color/texture,
skin tone, build, any
physical quirks or
disabilities, etc.
If not human, use this list
to find similar things to
describe them.

Apparel

What does your character
typically wear? What does
the character wear for
special occasions?

Voice

Is it loud or soft,
mellifluous or raspy? Do
they have a speech
impediment, or are they
chatty or quiet?

Personality

Your character may not
have an age, and that's
okay. Young, old, middleaged, younger than they
look, etc.

Time in History

Are they living their lives
now, in your
neighborhood? Are they in
"Once Upon A Time"? Are
they from the past or
future?

Home Atmosphere
Is it messy or neat, big or
small, cluttered or spare,
well-designed or random?
What about their
workspace if they have
one?

Traits

How would you describe
them if you met them at a
party or other social event?

LAURA PACKER - JANUARY 2021

08

Example of how character appears
Harry T. Wolf is a middle aged wolf. He has a dark grey coat and a white belly. He wears a rather
handsome red bow-tie. His fur is a little dirty, as if he hasn’t had time to groom himself well, and he
smells a bit musty. His eyes are dark brown and very beautiful. HIs voice is rich and a little raspy,
like a great jazz singer’s voice but when he gets tense it becomes very tight and flat. He lives in
Once Upon a Time. He doesn’t currently have a home, sleeping in the woods as best as he can, but
he would love a place of his own with a warm fireplace and soft blankets to curl up in. If you were to
meet him at a party you would find him charming, but a little intense. You’d notice he always has
an empty plate and is looking at the buffet.

What is their backstory?

Webster’s defines “backstory” as a narrative providing a history or background
context, especially for a character or situation in a literary work, film, or
dramatic series. This includes storytelling.
It helps to have a sense of what happened before the starting point of the
story and after the end. We each are influenced by our past, and your
characters may be, too. What follows isn’t the entirety of how to shape
backstory, but it is a character-based start. You already have an excellent
sense of what you need to know about your character,
These questions are designed to get more specific as you work on a
character driven story:
Where were they born? What were the circumstances of their birth?
Who were their parents? What were they like?
Are they still alive?
What was their childhood like? Did they have siblings?
Who were their friends?
Did they have childhood enemies?
If they went to school, what was their experience like?
What other experiences might have shaped their childhood?
What jobs have they held?
Describe one formative experience in detail. What happened? Who was
involved? How did it shape their character?

Example of backstory
Little Red Riding Hood
-Born at home. Her father was out hunting when she was born and her grandmother attended her
birth.
-Her mother was passionately in love with her father. She had a difficult relationship with her own
mother (Red’s grandmother) but still loves her. Red’s father died when she was three, gored to
death by a boar. He loved his daughter very much.
-She has a fairly happy childhood though her mother never really stopped mourning her father. She
doesn’t have any close friends and didn’t go to school, learning to read a little from her
grandmother and how to cook etc from her mother.
-A formative experience (before the events in the story) was when she was walking in the woods
and was charged by a wild boar protecting her babies. She got away but when she told her mother
about it, her mom got very scared, and now doesn’t let her wander off the path.
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What is their current life like?
Who is important to them now? Why?
Whom do they love?
Whom do they dislike?
What is their biggest fear?
What is their biggest challenge?
What makes them happy?
What do they most desire?
What motivates them?
Do they have any secrets? What are they?
What are their favorite things to eat or do?

Red’s mother
-Keeping her child safe is important to her, both because Red is her child and
because she is all that’s left of Red’s father. She also is realizing the importance of
some alone time for herself.
-Loves her daughter.
-Dislikes her mother, whom she loves but has a complicated relationship with
and is jealous of Red’s relationship with her.
-Fear’s harm coming to her child. Fears she isn’t a good mother.
-Biggest challenge is being patient with her adolescent daughter.
-Gardening makes her happy.
-Greatest desire is that the kid grows up and heads out into her own life. She is
also afraid of this.
Motivated to not lose anyone else. Her husband’s death was deeply traumatizing.
-Secretly sometimes wishes the kid would just grow up already.

Dig into your relationship with
your character.

reflection

Think about the character and why you want to tell their story. Character driven
storytelling is always about the character more than the events, so why this
character? You might want to write in your journal or to a friend, digging into what
this character means to you.
What do you love about them?
What do you dislike about them?
How are they like you?
How are they not like you?
Why do you care about them?
If they have symbolic value for you (for instance, you strongly identify with
Little Red Riding Hood because of her experiences with the wolf) what is it?
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The audience relationship with your character.
As you know, you can’t control your audience’s reactions to the character, since every listener has their
own past and feelings. These questions may help shape how you share the character with the audience,
including the words and expressions you use.What do you want the audience to like about them?What do
you want the audience to dislike about them?What do you want the audience to remember about them?
Why should the audience care about them?

exercise

Tell a trusted friend or storytelling ally about your character. Describe them in deep detail, including not
just what they look like but who they are. You might learn something new as you describe them. You may
even want to ask your listener to interview your character, ask questions that you answer from your
character’s point of view.

YOUR INTERVIEW
QUESTIONS

RESULTS OF INTERVIEW

QUESTION #1

QUESTION #2

QUESTION #3

QUESTION #4
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Part three: The character in
the story

For a character driven story you need
to structure the story around them.
This means the story reflects their
feelings, actions, and responses at least
as much as it’ s about what happens.
Now that you know more about your
character you can structure the story so
it is focused on them.

For example, most tellings of Little Red
Riding Hood focus on Red as the
protagonist, even though they don’ t
explore her motivations or feelings. She
leaves the house, strays off the path,
meets the wolf, goes to her
grandmother’ s and encounters the wolf
again.

If it were a movie, the camera would
always be focused on her. Even with
this focus, it’ s still not necessarily
character driven unless we know
something about why she does what
she does. She wears the red cape
because it will make her grandmother
happy. She strays off the path because
the flowers are beautiful. She talks to
the wolf because she is bored or
curious or naïve. You need to know
their motivations and feelings to make
the story truly character driven. Your
listeners may not hear these details,
but you know, and that makes a
difference.
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The story begins

Knowing where your character is in their life and what they are feeling as your story starts means you can
capture the audience’s attention more deeply because they will feel the realness of the character. As the
story starts:
How does your character feel that day?
What is their mood?
Where are they in their life:
Do they feel good about their situation or are they unhappy with it?
Are they at their beginning or near their end?
If they are near the end do they know it?
What are they thinking or worrying about today?
How did the character arrive at their start in the story? Why are they there?

reflection

Once you know how they feel at the start of the story, deeply imagine what’s going on in their mind as the
story starts. You can write a journal entry, or notice how your body feels as you imagine the story starting.
Are you anxious? Excited? Bored? When you pay attention to your physical feelings you may learn more
about the character (or how you feel about the story) than if you only use words, since emotions are
feelings.
Share answers here:

As the story starts Red is both annoyed at her mother for nagging her to go to grandmother’s,
happy to get out of the house, and a little ashamed that she didn’t think of it herself. She’s an
impulsive young woman and isn’t really thinking about much other than going to see her relative
and how glad she is to get out of the house. She feels fidgety and ready to go.
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Pivotal moments
in the story

You may need to ask these
questions several times
over the course of the
story, since there may be
several pivotal events.
How do they feel about
this event in the story?
How do they respond?
What part of their past
shapes that response?
What do they hope will
happen next?
What are they afraid
will happen?
Event:
Wolf hiding in
grandmother’s bed,
wearing her nightgown
He feels like it’s a clever
plan, though the
nightgown is
uncomfortable. His
stomach is full from
granny and he’s not sure
if he wants to nap or eat
more. He has always
been hungry, there’s
never enough food, so
while he regrets eating
the old lady, he wants to
eat more. He hopes Red
won’t make a fuss. He’s
afraid someone will come
and find out.

Other
characters
Just like you and I have
feelings about the people
we know, that characters
in your story have
reactions to the other
characters.
How do they feel about
the other characters?
Do they wish things
were different with any
other characters?
Do they have history
with any characters?

Ever After
What happens after the
story ends?
Are they changed by
the events in the story?
Do they have ongoing
relationships with any
other characters?
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exercise

Write a letter from one character to another, some time after the story ends. Who are they now? What has
changed in their life? What is their relationship with the other character now?

DEAR...
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WRITE YOUR LETTER BELOW
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Part four: Putting the character
driven story together

Now that you have a detailed
understanding of your character and
their experiences in the story, you get
to put it all together. Remember,
character driven storytelling uses the
characters as the driving force in the
narrative, not external events. For
example, an earthquake is an external
event. Telling the story of many people
panicking is plot driven. Telling the
story of how your character responds
and why they respond the way they do
makes it character driven.
First, you need to decide the
perspective you will use when telling
this story. This means you tell it from a
particular point of view and, perhaps, in
a character’ s own voice. Try telling the
story from each of these perspectives
and see which resonates most with you.

First-person perspective from the
character’ s point of view is when you
tell the story in the character’ s voice so
they can express their own experiences
and feelings.
My name is Harry. Harry T. Wolf. I
was born in a litter of seven, but only
three of us made it to adulthood. My
mom was a good wolf, but there was
never enough to eat and I think she
got very tired sometimes.
I left the den a strong young wolf,
but it was a hard life. I learned how
to hunt and track, but the most
important thing I learned was how to
listen. I heard that little girl coming
a mile away.
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exercise

It can be fun to imagine being that character and then introduce yourself to someone as the character.
Take the time now to do this either with yourself, calling someone, setting up Zoom or another platform,
etc.

First-person narrative from someone else’s point of view, means someone else is telling the story
about your character’s experiences. This is a more complicated way to tell the story, since it involves
knowing two characters deeply (both the protagonist and the narrator), but it can be an interesting way to
observe your character as they move through the story.
The first time I saw the Wolf I was shocked at how skinny he was. Even under his fur I could see his
ribs. He moved slowly, like he was tired and in pain. While I was afraid--after all everyone knows
wolves are dangerous--I also felt sorry for him.
I could see the moment he noticed me. His eyes became sharp with focus and he slowly drew
himself up so he was standing on two legs. I don’t know how he did that. Wolves aren’t supposed to
walk like that.

reflection

Think about who is telling your story and why you want to share the story from their point of view. What
would it be like to tell the story from another, overlooked point of view? What would the grandmother say,
or perhaps the woodsman?
Share answers here:

Third-person narrative with the character at the center of the story is a familiar way to tell the tale.
You speak in third person, talking about everything as an omniscient observer, but it becomes character
centered when you talk about what the character is feeling and their motivations. The character’s actions
still drive the story, even if you aren’t speaking in their voice.
The Wolf slunk through the forest with his belly low to the ground, low enough that he could hear
his own stomach rumbles echo off of the earth itself. His lips, when he licked them, were so dry.
The little girl’s scent was a whisper at first, a hint of satiation and need, and it quickly grew stronger
as he ran along the path to where she stood in a patch of sunlight, a cluster of white flowers in her
hand.
His back hurt as he stood upright like a human, but long years of experience told him that people
were less suspecting when they saw him like that.
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exercise

Write a news article about the character in the events of the story. Craft the headline with care. OLD
WOMAN EATEN BY WOLF - SURVIVES! for example might be from the New York Post, while The Atlantic
might publish AN EXAMINATION OF WOLF-COMMITTED HOMICIDE - HUNGER OR EVIL? for the title.
Once you’ve decided how you want to tell the story, fill out the form on the following page to help
you understand the crucial events in sequence, then list how the character reacts, and why. You might
not need to fill out every block for every event, but it’s an interesting way to see how the character shapes
the story. The examples below include the same event for both the wolf and the child, but use the form for
one character only. I included both so you could see how it might shift depending on the character.

YOUR ARTICLE BELOW
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form for after the exercise
COMPLETE BASED ON THE ARTICLE YOU WROTE ON P.18

The Event

Response

Seeing flowers off of
the path

A little girl steps off
the path

Stepping off the path,
ignoring mom’s
warning

Approach stealthily
then chat her up

What They
Are Feeling?

Happiness, freedom

Hunger, opportunity

Why Are They
Feeling That
Way?

Tired of obeying rules,
love flowers

No food in a long time,
obeying their wolf
nature

What Do They
Wish Was
Different?

That their mother
understood them

How Will You
Say It?

The little girl felt
herself gasp with
happiness when she
saw the beautiful
flowers just a little way
off the path. Surely her
mother would
understand that these
flowers were too
beautiful to resist.

I couldn't help myself.
There she was, tender
and sweet, standing in
That they weren’t
hungry and didn’t have the flowers as if she
was waiting for me. I
to approach a child
looked around for a
mouse or a lizard I
could eat instead, but
there was nothing. I
stepped toward her.

When you put your story together, keep the character at the center of your thoughts. When you come to an action
point, ask yourself why they are doing what they are doing. This may sound tedious, but it will very quickly become
instinctive and you’ll find your relationship with your stories deepening and the characters become more real.
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Part five: How to work with
the audience in a character
driven story
Your audiences will have no difficulty
listening to your character driven story.
They have heard, read, or watched
stories like this already, but your take
on it will be unique and valuable. There
are a few things you may want to keep
in mind as you prepare to perform your
story and when you’ re with the
audience.

L e s s is someti m e s m o r e
Your audience doesn’ t need to know
every detail about the character. You
may now know something about their
history, their internal process,
motivations and more, but you don’ t
have to explicitly tell the listeners
about all of it. In fact, the narrative
might be harmed by it. “Oh, so you
know, the wolf had some childhood
trauma that makes him really scared
when he’s hungry.” This is more than
they need to know. Because you know
it, your telling may have different
intonations or word choices that will
help the audience connect with the
character without even realizing it’ s
happening. Your work deepens the
telling, you don’ t have to share all of
the process with the listeners.

For example, where you might have
said, “The wolf saw the little girl and
thought she would be good to eat,”
you now might say, “When the wolf
saw her standing in the flowers, he
felt his stomach growl and his mouth
watered. He was so tired of being
hungry.” Once telling evokes empathy
and understanding, while the other
doesn’ t. Someone in your audience has
probably experienced being tired of
being hungry and will connect more
deeply than they would have otherwise.

B o d y language a n d v o i c e s
When you focus on a particular
character in a story, you may find they
develop certain physical or vocal
signatures. Maybe you’ re hunched over
for the wolf, or use a higher voice when
you’ re Red. If you choose to use specific
motions, postures, or voices for your
characters, make sure you’ re consistent
with them. Inconsistencies can be
confusing for your audience.
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F u n nier and sa d d e r

E m o tions may b e m o r e a c u te
fo r you
Because you are spending so much time
getting to know the character, you may
experience more emotions as you tell
the story. It’ s worth practicing it several
times with a trusted listener to make
sure you know about any emotional
trigger points in the story so you can
ensure your own safety and that of the
audience.
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Because your character is now so real
to both you and your listeners, your
audiences may find the funny bits
funnier and the sadder bots sadder.
Don’ t be surprised if they have bigger
reactions than they used to for this
story.

M o r e meaning f u l
The character now has a life of its own,
likes, dislikes, and history. This means
the story may become more meaningful
to both you and your listeners because
the character feels more like a real
person.
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conclusion

Using these techniques will help you
develop your characters more fully,
strengthen your understanding of why a
particular story appeals to you, help
your audiences feel more connected to
your story, and just have fun.
As you continue to develop your
characters you’ ll find that most stories
are a combination of character and plot
driven narrative, with an emphasis on
one or the other. If it were ONLY plot
driven then things would happen and
no one would care, because we
wouldn’ t care about the characters. If it
were ONLY character driven then
nothing would happen because the
entire story would be what the
character felt and thought. Don’ t worry
if you sometimes use the plot (the
earthquake) to move the character into
action, just keep the focus on the
character.
All of this will help you develop richer
tales. When you know your characters
more fully your stories develop more
meaning and nuance.
I hope you have enjoyed this
exploration of character driven
storytelling. If I can help in any way,
please don’ t hesitate to get in touch.
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