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Act & Decision – Writing Scenes  

What is a Scene? 
The term scene originated in the theatre, where it refers to 
events that take place in a single physical setting, usually 
during a single period of time. Scenes are subdivisions of the 
act or acts within a play. ‘Scene’ has been adopted for other 
narrative works – notably novels and screenplays – though 
the definition is less rigid than in theatre. In a screenplay, a 
change of scene is indicated by a ‘slug’: INT. – COFFEE SHOP 
– DAY. In a novel a scene change is indicated by a new chapter 
or by extra space between paragraphs or by the insertion of 
some sort of symbol usually centred on the page: * * * or ### 
or § 
 
In movies and novels there is more flexibility to cut backwards 
and forwards between scenes, because the scenery doesn’t 
have to be shifted on and off the stage. In novels we have an 
additional ‘internal scene shift’ if we move from one 
character’s point of view to another – location and action may 
be continuous, but we still insert a space between paragraphs 
to let the reader know we are now viewing the scene from a 
different character’s perspective. Raymond Obstfeld, in The 
Novelist’s Essential Guide to Crafting Scenes, advises against 
“too much movement between different settings,” as this can 
divert attention and distract the reader from what is going on, 
because “much of a scene’s power is often derived from the 
slightly claustrophobic feeling that the character or 
characters are somehow trapped...” 
 
A fundamental characteristic of a scene is that it is 
dramatised – shown in terms of physical action and dialogue 
– in the ‘present moment’ as the audience watches; it is not 
something that happens off-stage that is then talked about or 
summarised. Each scene within a novel or screenplay is 
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structured like a mini story or one-act play, with its own 
beginning, middle, and end. Each scene has its own 
protagonist or viewpoint character who is trying to achieve a 
specific goal within the scene. This character may be the 
story’s hero, or it could be any of the other heros, even the 
villain or rival. And this viewpoint character will encounter 
obstacles and/or opposition as they try to achieve their scene-
goal. 
 
A screenplay will have between 20 and 60 scenes – faster-
moving stories generally have shorter scenes. A novel, 
depending on its length and pace, could have a similar 
number or many more. It has been said that a novel or 
screenplay needs six to eight really strong scenes – 
memorable ‘set-pieces’: the eight-sequence approach helps us 
to create these. 
 
A scene must do three things: 
 

(i) Evoke an emotional response in the reader 
(ii) Advance the plot 

(iii) Reveal character 
 
A great scene will do all of these things. Here we will 
concentrate on the plot function of scenes, and cover the 
emotional effect of scenes indirectly, because that is one of the 
main functions of a plot anyway. Character is a subject for 
another time. 
 
There are basically two kinds of scene – an action (or 
‘confrontation’) scene, and a decision (or ‘transition’ or 
‘reaction’) scene. We will look at creating both types of scene 
in this chapter. 
 

The Scene Sequence 
Although they function as mini stories, scenes are parts of a 
whole. Each scene must be closely linked to preceding scenes, 
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and lead into following scenes. A scene shows a complete 
action within the story, but the action may be interrupted, for 
example when the ending of the action is delayed by cutting 
to events in another scene. Cutting between actions in 
different scenes and locations is one of the ways that we make 
a story feel like a unified whole. It can also be used for 
creating or heightening suspense. 
 
Scenes, then, do not exist in isolation. Another way in which 
they can be connected is the ‘scene sequence.’ A scene 
sequence is two or more scenes connected by a single idea. In 
films we may see the ‘chase sequence,’ or the ‘fight sequence,’ 
or the ‘wedding sequence,’ or whatever. It consists of a 
number of scenes that have something in common. A scene 
sequence also has a beginning, middle, and end, like a mini 
story within the main story. 
 
Our eight plot sequences may each contain more than one 
sequence of scenes, though sometimes a plot sequence can 
consist of a single sequence of scenes. 
 

Momentum and Pace 
Scenes, and scene sequences, are used to manage the 
momentum and pace (or ‘tempo’) of your story. 
 
Momentum is the sense of forward motion that a story has. 
Imagine a juggernaut – it takes a great deal of energy to get 
it moving, but once it begins to roll it will tend to keep moving, 
and as it picks up speed it becomes more difficult to stop. 
Stories are the same. We put a lot of effort into setting up a 
story and getting it going, but by the midpoint we want it to 
be moving quickly so that the second half is more like a 
downhill slope, where our juggernaut gathers pace it is heads 
for the collision that is the climax. 
 
Momentum is created by having scenes that occur as the 
consequence of earlier scenes, and which result in 
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consequences that will be the subject of later scenes. We 
talked about foreshadowing and planting in Act I, and we use 
those same techniques to make our scenes ‘lean forwards’ and 
carry the reader with them. Momentum occurs when one 
thing leads to another – something continues. If something 
concludes in a scene, there should be something else that 
continues, or there should be a hint of some action or 
confrontation to come. A chain of action-reaction-actions 
creates and maintains momentum. The momentum of a story 
is controlled by how closely an effect follows a cause. Early in 
the story we set-up causes that do not pay off until later. We 
are storing up fuel that we can ignite at a future point. Once 
we pass the midpoint of the story, (a) we begin paying off 
things set-up earlier, and (b) new set-ups pay off 
comparatively quickly. Our juggernaut speeds up as it 
reaches the downhill slope. 
 
Pace is the speed at which our story seems to move forward. 
Despite the ‘runaway truck’ metaphor I used above, a story 
isn’t something that gets faster and faster as the pages go by. 
A breathless straight or exponential increase in pace from 
beginning would be exhausting and probably a bit boring. The 
pace of a good story ebbs and flows. Even a break-neck chase 
movie like Speed has its slower moments where we explore 
the relationships between the characters. Pace is controlled 
by increasing or decreasing the amount of time between 
action crises and climaxes, and by varying external physical 
action with internal emotional action. Having too many 
physical action climaxes crowded closely together can become 
wearying for the reader, and tends to diminish the impact of 
the individual climaxes. Having too few action climaxes, or 
having them spaces too far apart, makes a story seem to sag. 
 
We can spread out major action climaxes by inserting scenes 
with smaller confrontations, and by creating scenes where the 
hero must pause and make a decision before embarking on 
their next action. We can increase the pace, and eliminate 
‘sag’ by inserting confrontation scenes, or by rejigging 
exposition and decision scenes so that they contain conflict. If 
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a story sags, the solution – despite what some film and tv 
producers seem to believe – is not to add car chases, 
explosions, and fights. Or to spice things up with a ‘tits and 
ass’ scene. Remember the golden rule: if a scene doesn’t evoke 
an emotional response, advance the plot, and reveal 
character, it doesn’t belong in the story. You eliminate sag by 
(a) using the eight sequences to structure your plot, and (b) 
increasing the number of confrontation scenes, and by 
increasing the level of conflict and/or emotion in existing 
scenes. Sometimes the level of drama in the A-story has a 
natural lull, in which case you might need to pep up the B-
story or another of your subplots. 
 
As well as varying the intensity of scenes, be sure to vary 
the length of scenes so that the story doesn’t become 
monotonous. Have an action scene followed by a dialogue 
scene. Violence contrasted with comedy or romance. Vary the 
time of day. Inside locations versus outside. Loud versus 
quiet. Light versus dark. Two-hander scenes versus group 
scenes. All of these things can be used to manage the rhythm 
of your story. 
 
The action in scenes doesn’t need to be large-scale in order to 
move the plot forward. It just needs to be significant. It needs 
to have an impact on what comes next. And it needs to imply 
that something will come next. It isn’t always what happens 
in a scene that makes it dramatic, it is what that action means 
within the context of a story. The onset of rain can be a cause 
for an annoying delay; a prompt for a romantic walk with a 
shared umbrella; or a cause for panic as the waters rise the 
dam is about to burst. 
 
If a story has momentum and pace, yet still seems dull, the 
problem could be either that your scenes are deviating too far 
from, or are not connected to, the main spine of your plot. Or 
that the scenes you are dramatizing are too predictable or are 
too similar to one another. In such cases, look at each scene 
individually and ask: does this further the plot of the story? If 
not, it should be cut or modified. Then ask: Is this scene 
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predictable – can the reader see how it must end? In that case, 
brainstorm some alternate approaches to the scene. Change 
the location. Add a new character who is at conflict with 
someone already in the scene – this will change the dynamic 
of the action. Try and think what the most predictable 
sequence of events would be to achieve the purpose of your 
scene in the story, and then brainstorm ideas that are 
deliberately different to the obvious. Set-up the scene so that 
the reader expects one thing to happen, then twist the ending 
of the scene with an unexpected complication (more on this 
below). 
 

Beats 
A scene is made up of individual beats. In relation to the 
viewpoint character’s scene-goal, a beat is either positive or 
negative: it is something that either moves the character 
closer to the goal or moves them further from it. Within a 
scene, the viewpoint character will perform a series of actions 
– to try and move them towards the scene-goal, and to try and 
mitigate the negative impact of – to react to – negative actions 
or obstacles that impede progress towards the scene-goal. A 
beat is any action or incident within a scene that affects the 
progress towards the scene goal – either positively or 
negatively. 
 
There is usually a progression in the ‘intensity’ of the beats 
within a scene. Actions towards achieving the scene goal 
begin small. These fail or have a negative impact, making the 
viewpoint character’s situation worse. He or she tries a 
different action, typically on a larger scale than the previous 
one. This may provoke a stronger action in opposition or result 
in a bigger mistake being made. The character must then try 
something else, again upping the ante. This back-and-forth 
progression – action and reaction; stimulus and response – 
continues until the climax of the scene, when the outcome is 
decided: the scene-goal is either achieved or not. Each 
backward or forward move in the scene is a beat. Each beat 
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alters the emotional ‘valence’ in the scene, first positive / 
hopeful, then negative / disappointed (or afraid, or unhappy, 
or whatever). 
 
There is also something called ‘story beats,’ which are actions 
or events that affect the hero’s progress towards the story 
goal. These larger scale story beats are what are usually 
plotted out in a story outline, or the ‘beat sheet’ for a 
screenplay. The climax of a scene – its eventual outcome – is 
often a story beat: it is the outcome of a scene that influences 
the progress towards the story goal, rather than the 
individual beats within a scene. 
 
We could define the purpose of a scene as being to provide – 
at its conclusion – a story beat that influences the direction of 
the A-story or the B-story (or another subplot), or both stories. 
 

The ‘Laws’ of Conflict and Crisis 
In 1893 Ferdinand Brunetiere proposed a ‘theory of dramatic 
action’ in which he said that all plays had “an essential 
characteristic in common...” He spoke of playwrights who 
“subordinate character to situation” and those who 
“subordinate situation to character” and said that what all of 
their plays had in common – the definition of ‘dramatic’ – was 
heroes who “are truly the architects of their own destiny.” 
Such a character possesses a will “to set up a goal, and to 
direct everything to it, to strive to bring everything into line 
with it.” A dramatic character acts, he is not acted upon. 
 
We take Brunetiere’s ‘general law of theatre,’ as he called it – 
the idea of an individual struggling to achieve his own goal – 
for granted now. But his theory of the hero as a free agent, 
responsible for his own destiny was quite radical in his time, 
when most men believed that their lives were determined by 
god and/or fate. Brunetiere’s ‘law’ was accepted by Brander 
Matthews, who referred to it in his books Development of the 
Drama (1903) and A Study of the Drama (1910), but was 



10 

 

 

disputed by William Archer in his book Playmaking (1912), 
who said that crisis lay at the heart of drama, not conflict. 
Modern story theorists accept Brunetiere’s ‘law,’ but also 
adopt the use of crisis, which I think is the correct way to go. 
Conflict gives us action, and crisis gives us dilemma and the 
need for a decision – both are dramatic circumstances, and 
stories require both, as we shall see. Some stories favour 
action over decision, and provide us with fast-paced adventure 
stories. Some stories favour decision over action, and tend to 
be more character-oriented. 
 
Let’s look at how the beats are created within the two major 
types of scene: action/confrontation and reaction/decision. 
 

The Art of Confrontation – Creating Action Scenes 
The overall conflict in a story is portrayed in a series of 
dramatic scenes, with each scene consisting of a single 
confrontation. A confrontation is a unit of conflict – a single 
battle in a war; one round in a boxing match; a game within a 
tournament. In a confrontation scene, a character – the ‘scene 
protagonist,’ viewpoint character or ‘scene-hero’ – pursues an 
immediate ‘scene goal,’ which he or she believes will bring 
them a step closer to their overall objective. We have already 
seen that the hero is motivated to achieve his story objective, 
and said that readers don’t just want to know what happens, 
they want to understand why things happen. This applies as 
much to the events within an individual scene as it does for 
the story as a whole. Characters do things in scenes because 
they are personally motivated to do them at that particular 
point. If your character just does something because your plot 
needs him to do it at this juncture, your reader is going to 
become suspicious, and you are on your way to killing their 
willing suspension of disbelief. 
 
In a story, as we have said, everything happens for a reason – 
each action is caused by something that came before. Every 
plot development must come out of some cause, and every 
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action must have consequences. Drama does not arise from 
events happening, it comes out of the way 
characters respond to events. Events in a story only have 
significance when someone has feelings about them and 
reacts to them. Motivation to take action comes from some 
internal or external stimulus. In dramatic terms, external 
stimulus is easier to show. Stimulus and response – action 
and reaction – are what keeps your story moving forwards. 
More intense the stimulus, the more significant the response 
is likely to be. This means that the stimulus needs to be 
proportional to the action you want your character to take in 
a scene. A stimulus must have an impact on a character; it 
must be relevant to the story you are telling; and it must move 
the story forward by forcing the character to take action – and 
ideally the required response to a stimulus should be an 
external action. The inciting incident is a major stimulus in a 
story, but each scene is caused by a stimulus – a ‘call to action’ 
– and individual actions within a scene are also caused by 
stimuli. 
 
The viewpoint character enters a scene with a specific goal in 
mind. The goal will have been selected as a result of the action 
(the stimulus) of a previous scene – which the reader may 
have seen, or which may only be implied as a result of the 
actions in the current scene. The character will take an action 
– do something or say something – that he believes will bring 
him closer to achieving his scene goal. The action will have a 
consequence – either he is closer to his goal, or he has 
miscalculated and he finds himself further from the goal than 
when he entered the scene. This consequence acts as his next 
stimulus, prompting a new action, or an intensification of his 
previous action. This cycle of stimulus and response, with 
rising action, applies to something as simple as trying to open 
a jar of pickles, and to something like trying to persuade a 
reluctant partner to be your date on Friday evening, and to 
the hero who is trying to prevent the villain from blowing up 
the dam. 
 



12 

 

 

Imagine a scene being like a tennis match: the scene-hero hits 
the ball over the net. His opponent returns it, forcing the 
scene-hero to run across the court and try a more daring 
return shot of his own. A scene moves backwards and 
forwards – the opponent may win a point, then the scene-hero 
manages to score a point of his down. The hero may find 
himself two points down, and have to try something risky 
draw even again. Walter S. Campbell called any action that a 
character believes will move them closer to their goal 
a furtherance and any obstacle or opposing action 
a hindrance. Each shift of advantage – towards or away from 
the scene-hero – is a beat within the scene. Every action and 
reaction is a beat, and beats tend to escalate within a scene. 
This should not be confused with a (beat) in a screenplay, 
which is a brief pause before someone responds in dialogue. 
Dan Decker describes a beat as an “event, decision, or 
discovery that changes the way a character pursues his 
objective.” 
 
In trying to open my jar of pickles, I will initially try to twist 
off the lid: first beat. I fail and feel mildly frustrated: second 
beat. I try warming the lid under the tap to get the metal cap 
to expand and loosen – but again I fail and my frustration 
increases. I try tapping the lid with a spoon, first gently and 
then more firmly. Still nothing. I bang the jar on the edge of 
the kitchen counter. And finally, the climax of my frustration 
– the end of the scene – has a final outcome: I hurl the jar in 
the trash and say I don’t like pickles anyway; or I smash the 
jar – deliberately or accidentally – and pickles fly everywhere; 
or perhaps an infant enters and opens the jar for me. Each 
attempt – positive action to open the jar, to achieve my goal – 
and each frustration – negative outcome – is a beat. And each 
negative outcome is the stimulus for my next action. Right 
now, I feel motivated to go in search of a cheese and pickle 
sandwich. 
 
In a scene in which the scene-hero faces a human opponent, 
rather than an inanimate one, each character will be 
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stimulated into responding by the actions of the other, like 
our two tennis players. 
 
Having beaten that particular metaphor to death, we will 
move on. 
 
It is important to remember that a character will always 
respond to a stimulus in character. That is, however they 
react to a situation should be in keeping with what we know 
about the character’s personality and typical behaviours. It 
should also be a reflection of what he is thinking and feeling 
at that moment. The reaction should also be reasonable, in 
that it should be in proportion to the nature of the stimulus. 
If a character’s response seems illogical, inappropriate, or out 
of proportion, then you had better have a good reason for this. 
Such a disproportionate response is usually a sign of the 
character’s inner thoughts and feelings. Sometimes when two 
people argue about something that is apparently trivial, the 
real issue is something deeper that they can’t or won’t tackle 
directly. There is subtext to their argument. Subtext is what 
is going on beneath the action and dialogue of a scene, and 
can sometimes be more important than what we can actually 
see happening. 
 
In a story, as in life, a person receives some kind of stimulus 
– something happens that causes a change in their situation. 
This situational change affects their emotional equilibrium – 
they experience feelings, emotions, as a result of the change 
in their situation. These feelings then prompt them to respond 
to the changes caused by the stimulus. In responding to a 
stimulus, emotion always comes first. It is emotion that 
triggers action and speech. Emotion, action, speech usually 
occur in that order. Emotion is instantaneous and 
unconscious – we don’t decide to feel in a particular way, we 
just do. Our initial reaction too is typically unconscious – we 
do something as a defensive response to the stimulus. Often 
our actions ‘give us away’ – revealing our emotions, even when 
we might not wish to reveal those emotions to another person. 
Even though speech is an action, and we might ‘speak without 
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thinking’ in response to a startling stimulus, speech is closer 
to an intellectual response than to an emotional one, and so is 
usually the third of the three types of response. 
 
One last general point about scenes before we look at the plot 
purpose of scenes in detail: The situation and emotional state 
of the viewpoint character will be different at the end of the 
scene than it was at the beginning. If they begin the scene in 
a positive situation and/or state of mind, then the scene will 
end with them in a negative situation and/or state of mind. If 
there is no change, what was the point of the scene? 
Furtherances and hindrances shift the character’s situation 
and emotions backwards and forwards throughout the course 
of the scene, but the scene will end with them being in the 
opposite state to they were at the beginning. 
 
There are two types of scene in a story. The most important, 
and the most dramatic, is the confrontation scene. This is 
what most people think of when they consider scenes. Many 
writing texts cover this as though it is the only type. But there 
is a second type of scene, the transition or decision scene. 
Confrontation scenes are concerned, obviously, with 
confrontations – with actions. Transition scenes are where 
characters pause and take stock of their situation and 
consider their next move – they climax at a point where a new 
decision is made; that is, the character chooses their next 
action. 
 
Conflict, then, is dramatised through the presentation of 
alternating confrontations and transitions. A confrontation is 
always presented as a full scene that unfolds in ‘real time’ 
before the reader or viewer. A decision can be a complete 
scene; or it can be summarised, or it can even be skipped and 
simply implied as having taken place. 
 

Confrontation Scenes 
To create a strong confrontation scene, you need to bring 
together two opposing forces: someone who is trying to 
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achieve an outcome, and something that stands in their way. 
In my example above, the stubborn jar lid opposed my desire 
to have pickles on my sandwich. I faced external, non-human 
opposition. This wouldn’t have been a very dramatic 
confrontation for a story – unless the jar contained something 
like the antidote to a poison that was killing someone I cared 
about. In a story, context is everything. 
 
We will look at a few more examples of minor confrontations 
that you can use as ‘seasoning’ in your scenes, but first let’s 
head for the main dish – confrontation between two human 
opponents. We have said that that interpersonal or relational 
conflict – a battle between two individuals – is the strongest, 
most dramatic form of conflict, and that you should use this 
for the core conflict of your screenplay or novel. It is also used 
to create the strongest dramatic scenes. We’ll begin by listing 
all of the components that belong in this type of scene. 
 

Elements of a Confrontation Scene 
 

(i) A character, the ‘scene hero’ 
(ii) A scene goal 

(iii) Stakes 
(iv) Opposition 
(v) Setting 

(vi) Action 
(vii) Suspense 

(viii) Outcome 
(ix) Consequence 

 

(i) A Character – The ‘Scene Hero’ 
This is the main person who is attempting to achieve 
something during the course of this particular scene in the 
story. As we have said, it could be the hero in our story, but it 
could be any of the other characters, even the villain or rival. 
The scene ‘belongs’ to whoever is motivated to achieve 
something within it. It is this person’s immediate desire or 
need that makes the scene happen. Even in a scene where the 
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story’s hero is present, the ‘scene hero’ could be someone else 
who takes centre stage for just this scene. 
 

(ii) A Scene Goal 
In this context we mean the scene-hero’s goal in the current 
scene, so we will call it their scene-goal. If the viewpoint 
character in the scene is our hero, this scene-goal will be a 
stepping stone that he believes will bring him closer to his 
overall story goal, and will relate to the major dramatic 
question in an obvious way. 
 
A scene-hero who is not the hero of the story will have their 
own scene goal. This scene goal will be to attain a new, 
changed state of affairs, or to retain an old, unchanged state. 
That is, he is trying to do something, or to prevent something. 
The goal might be to gain possession of something, a job or 
position, a lover, a treasure, a piece of information. Or it might 
be to gain relief or escape from something – oppression, 
blackmail, fear. Or it might be to get revenge for something – 
a loss, a betrayal, some slight. The goal might be to persuade 
someone to do something, or to try and change someone’s 
opinion or decision. 
 
The scene goal must be of an appropriate scale: it should not 
be so insignificant that the outcome of the scene isn’t enough 
to affect the course either the main plot or one of the subplots 
of the story. Pickle, anyone? But it shouldn’t be so huge that 
the result will change the rest of the story too drastically, or 
send the story off in the wrong direction. Unless the scene is 
very, very short, the scene goal should be related to the overall 
story objective, or the main objective of one of the subplots. Or 
both. 
 
Once a scene goal has been established, we then have a 
(minor) dramatic question: Will the scene-hero achieve his or 
her scene-goal? From Dwight V. Swain’s Techniques of the 
Selling Writer we learn that successful scene goals must be: 
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a) specific and concrete 
b) immediate 
c) strongly motivated 
d) established quickly 

 
(a) Specific and concrete means that the scene goal must be 
expressed in terms of something that the audience can see – 
a visible outcome that we can see achieved through action. 
The goal might be ‘to win acceptance,’ but this abstract 
concept needs to be dramatised in terms of a specific goal. The 
new kid in town wants to join in the local football game, for 
example: we see him initially as an outsider, watching the 
other kids play; and we know he has succeeded when we see 
him on the field playing as one of the team. Ideally, Swain 
says, success in a scene should be something we could 
visualise as a photograph. 
 
(b) Immediate. A good scene goal is one that the character can 
take action to achieve right now, or better still, one which he 
must take action to achieve right now. Time pressure adds 
urgency to any scene. 
 
(c) Strongly motivated. Frivolous or unmotivated goals don’t 
lead to effective confrontations. For the reader to care, the 
scene goal must be something that the character cares deeply 
about achieving. There must be something significant at 
stake for him. The details of a character’s motivation may be 
kept secret initially, for reason of suspense, but he must 
behave in such a way that that it is clear that he does actually 
have a strong motivation. Motivation is what gives actions 
dramatic significance. Remember that stories rely on cause 
and effect. Readers don’t just want to see what happens, they 
want to understand why things happen. 
 
(d) Established quickly. The earlier someone in a scene 
demonstrates that he has a goal, the sooner the confrontation 
can get underway. The reader needs to know that the 
viewpoint character intends to achieve something, and that 
the scene antagonist wants to achieve an opposing goal. Until 



18 

 

 

we know these two things, there is no suggestion of conflict 
and therefore little of interest in the scene. Establish the 
scene’s dramatic question as soon as you can. 
 
Have a look back at the section on establishing the hero’s 
story goal – most of the same principles apply. 
 

(iii) Stakes 
Why is achieving this goal important for the character? What 
are the consequences of failure? Is the character strongly 
motivated to achieve this goal? Putting two characters 
together in a scene and having them argue does not 
automatically result in dramatic conflict. There has to be 
something at stake. The characters must be arguing about 
something that is important to them – there has to be 
something of value to be gained, and something of value to be 
lost. But a dramatic scene is not just about two people 
presenting different sides on an argument, there needs to be 
some development, some forward momentum. Issues at stake 
could be life or love. Self-respect, reconciliation, being true to 
oneself or to an ideal or to a relationship. The issue at risk 
might be becoming something one hates; committing an 
unforgivable act; speaking lie (or truth) that can never be 
unsaid. 
 
Whatever the actual issue, it should seem as real as a life and 
death struggle. And the risk should escalate from the opening 
crisis to the climax at the end of the scene. Whatever terrible 
fate awaits the hero if he fails to achieve his scene goal is a 
form of danger, and it will boil down to one of three 
possibilities: threat to life itself; threat to happiness; or, 
threat to dignity – the risk of being unmasked, found out, 
made to look foolish. Again, the advice for establishing the 
stakes in the story as a whole are also applicable to the stakes 
within an individual scene. 
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(iv) Opposition 
A confrontation scene requires a second character. This could 
be the main antagonist, or another character entirely who will 
assume the role of antagonist in this scene, simply because 
their own scene goal puts them at odds with the viewpoint 
character. Two characters, one who wants one thing, the other 
who wants something else, and their goals are mutually 
exclusive. They may be rivals for the same ‘prize.’ If the scene-
hero gets his way, then the scene-antagonist cannot have his; 
and vice versa. Result: confrontation. These two characters 
must be brought together by the circumstances of the story, 
into a situation that allows them, preferably through their 
actions, to demonstrate to the reader their respective goals. 
 
A scene-antagonist can be a rival, opponent, or villain, created 
in the same way as the main story antagonist. But they can 
also be a ‘non-villainous’ character whose immediate objective 
puts them at odds with the scene-hero. Our scene-hero may 
be desperate for food, and our scene-antagonist may just want 
to shut up shop and go home at the end of a busy night. Our 
antagonist here isn’t evil, or even unreasonable, but he has a 
goal which places him in opposition to our scene-hero. 
Obviously if our antagonist is a mean bastard, we’re likely to 
have a much more dramatic scene – but he doesn’t have to be 
bastardly, but great drama doesn’t come from happy people 
being nice to each other. 
 

(v) Setting 
Where does the scene take place? What would be a suitable 
setting in terms of the scene goal and the opposition the 
character is facing? Can you think of a location which will 
increase the opposition the character will face – a place with 
inherent obstacles? Or could the setting reveal something 
about the character(s)? Where and how they live; occupation, 
or leisure activities, perhaps. Avoid scenes where characters 
sit – at a table or in a car or in a park – and talk. We’ll look at 
minor external obstacles for spicing up your scene below. Also 
consider when the scene takes place. What time of day? What 
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season? How soon after the previous scene does it occur? Is 
there a particular time of day or year which could add to the 
conflict in the scene? In the example above, our scene-hero 
wants food just as the restaurant is closing – the confrontation 
arises, in part, from the time of day. 
 

(vi) Action 
The scene-hero takes action to try and achieve his or her 
scene-goal. The action in a scene might be entirely dialogue. 
Shakespeare was pretty good at that type of scene. As an 
example, in How Plays are Made, Stuart Griffiths quotes the 
‘temptation scene’ inOthello (Act II, Scene 3): “The physical 
action is minimal. Yet the mental stress and emotional 
violence of the scene are tremendous. Before our eyes, we see 
a terrible change taking place. As we watch, Othello gradually 
changes, through Iago’s poison, from a state of calm nobility 
into one of mad, uncontrollable fury and jealousy.” Griffiths 
emphasises the fact that we ‘watch’ Othello’s emotional 
reversal, it takes place ‘before our eyes.’ It is important that 
the audience sees the action unfold in front of them, as if they 
were seeing it as it happens. They do not want to hear it 
reported as having happened. The important stuff in a story 
should always be seen – unless there is a more dramatic 
reason for it to not be seen. 
 
A good conflict scene is one where the writer extracts as much 
confrontation as possible from the encounter. The hero 
shouldn’t just try once and then give up if they fail, they 
should increase their efforts. Persuasion might give way to 
cajoling or manipulation or seduction, which in turn might 
give way to demanding or pleading or bullying. The intensity 
of the action and emotion should rise, and if you don’t have 
three attempts on the part of the hero, you have missed an 
opportunity and given up on the conflict too soon. 
 
Walter S. Campbell in his Writing: Advice and Devices says 
that there are a limited number of ways in which one 
character may overcome another in a confrontation scene: “He 



21 

 

 

may use physical force to compel. He may appeal to his 
opponent’s reason through argument, interrogation or by 
imparting information. He may try to impress, influence or 
overawe his antagonist or attempt persuasion through 
pleading – thus addressing himself to his adversary’s 
emotional nature.” Campbell presents these in a table: 
 
The Appeal to Reason: 
– Interrogation 
– Information 
– Argument 
 
The Appeal to Emotion: 
– Persuasion 
– Influence 
 
The Appeal to Force: 
– Compulsion 
 
In an individual scene, any or all of these could be employed 
in any order. There are other types of action we might want 
to add to the list – the use of humour to win someone over or 
disarm them, perhaps. Seduction is another method. 
Confusion or trickery. Basically any method that one person 
might use to outwit or out-manoeuvre another. 
 
The only thing to bear in mind when using these is that – as 
in my battle with the pick jar – the actions should rise in 
intensity as the scene progresses. The conflict should be built 
up sufficiently, with at least four twists or turns played out 
before the climax of the scene. And the conflict must take 
place in front of the audience’s eyes. In real life, most of us 
avoid conflict, and there is a temptation for a writer to shy 
away from presenting it, so that they write around the conflict 
or have it occur off stage. It must be shown. 
 
The action may rise to a peak and end there, or it may rise 
and then fall again – it depends on the needs of your story at 
that point. 
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(vii) Suspense 
Suspense is an important component of storytelling, and 
deserves more space than I can give it here. In terms of 
individual confrontation scenes, there are a few things to 
consider. A scene has the same basic structure as the story as 
a whole: set-up, rising tension, and payoff. We introduce a 
character with a scene-goal and we introduce an antagonist 
with an opposing objective. This sets up a dramatic question 
for the scene: Will the scene-hero achieve his objective? The 
set-up creates anticipation with its promise of confrontation. 
We see the two opposing characters circling each other, 
waiting for someone to land the first physical or emotional or 
intellectual ‘punch.’ Then the fight begins, and first one then 
the other seems to have the advantage. The action intensifies 
as each tries to land the knock-out blow. We know what is at 
stake for the scene-hero – why they are motivated to achieve 
their goal – and we lean forward, willing them on, desperate 
to know the final outcome. At least, we do if the scene has 
been constructed properly. 
 
As mentioned above, there will be twists and turns during the 
scene, so that the eventual outcome is not obvious, and we can 
include additional obstacles (see below) to make the fight 
more difficult and less predictable. And we have also said that 
you can cut away from this scene to the action of another scene 
or location, and then cut back to the ending of this scene later. 
 
How long a scene should be depends on what is at stake in the 
scene, and to what extent the scene progresses the plot. The 
longer you suspend the climax of the scene, the more 
satisfying the payoff will need to be for the reader. You have 
to make the wait worth it. Raymond Obstfeld, in The 
Novelist’s Essential Guide to Crafting Scenes, warns against 
cutting “... emotional scenes short, taking the scene right to 
the point where things get heated and then ending them with 
some faux cliff-hanging line or witty zinger.” As we have 
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already said, readers want to see the confrontation unfold – 
they don’t want it to be over too soon. 
 
Jack M. Bickham, in Scene and Structure, offers a number of 
techniques for ‘keeping the reader worried’: 
 

a) Imply that there are things that the antagonist knows 
that the hero doesn’t. This makes the reader worry 
about the implications of the hero’s ignorance. 

b) Have someone make a dramatic revelation that forces 
the scene-hero to re-evaluate his situation. Darth 
Vader’s line to Luke Skywalker comes to mind: “I am 
your father.” 

c) Include a deadline or ticking clock: ‘I’ll give you five 
minutes to convince me, then I kill you.’ 

d) Make the reader aware of something that the scene-
hero doesn’t know, so that there is more danger and 
more at stake than the scene-hero realises. 

e) Have the scene-hero reveal that the present situation 
is more important to him than it appears. This is often 
related to some incident in his past which still haunts 
him. ‘He’s the man who shot my father.’ 

 
And in case you think that ‘suspense’ only applies to thrillers 
and whodunits, Obstfeld offers the example of a couple sitting 
in a restaurant, where the man asks the woman to marry him: 
“Suddenly the waiter appears: ‘Are you ready to order?’ 
‘Later,’ the man says, trying to get rid of him. ‘Let me tell you 
the specials,’ the waiter persists...” By interrupting before the 
woman can give her answer, the scene creates suspense: we 
want to know what she is going to say. 
 

(viii) Outcome 
In any confrontation, the scene-hero faces three possible 
outcomes: win, lose, or quit. In any major scene, the 
confrontation is often a setback in the character’s overall 
quest, a disaster. Something that moves the hero further 
away from his overall story goal, leaving him in worse trouble 
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than he was in before the scene began. Why? Because this 
increases tension, raises the stakes, and increases suspense 
and reader sympathy. The disasters should be final and not a 
temporary setback that can easily be overcome. It should be 
unanticipated – by both the character and the reader – but at 
the same time be a logical development from the action of the 
scene (and possibly preceding scenes). The disasters must 
bring about some kind of change in the hero’s circumstances, 
and that change should in some way threaten his prospects of 
achieving his overall story goal. This should be a new threat 
that the hero will have to respond to. Each setback the 
character encounters also eliminates one more option, 
bringing him closer to the inevitable showdown with the main 
antagonist. 
 
The outcome of a confrontation should always lead to a 
further plot twist, a new complication, which sets up the next 
scene in this story. Even if the hero appears to succeed in a 
scene, there is usually some unexpected consequence of his 
actions that will come back to haunt him later – because an 
escalating series of disasters is what gives us the ‘rising 
action’ of the middle section of a story. There are three forms 
that this complication can take: 
 

a) The hero fails to achieve their scene goal. 
b) The hero not only fails to achieve their scene goal, but 

they also learn of – or cause as a result of their actions 
– an even greater problem which makes their overall 
situation (in relation to their story objective) even 
worse. 

c) The hero succeeds in achieving their scene goal, but at 
the same time learns of a new and even greater 
problem; or has caused, as a result of their actions, a 
new and even greater problem. The achievement of 
the goal as consequences – either immediate or longer 
term – which make their overall situation (in relation 
to their story objective) even worse. 
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Whatever the outcome, it must arise logically out of the 
conflict which has just taken place, i.e. the complication can’t 
just come out of the blue. It must be caused or revealed as a 
result of the hero’s actions in the scene. Avoid coincidence 
because this always looks like cheating. Try to give the 
complication dramatic impact by making it swift and 
unforeseen, but logical. Think of it like a moment just before 
the curtain comes down at the end of an act in a play, or the 
moment just before the commercial break in a television 
drama: it needs to be dramatic, and it needs to make the 
reader wonder what will happen next, because we want them 
to come back after the break. 
 
To achieve an effective ‘unexpected outcome’ at the end of a 
scene, the scene has to be properly setup. It must be written 
such that the reader initially sees it as having one meaning 
and one possible outcome, but when the unexpected outcome 
is revealed, what has gone before should be reinterpreted in a 
new light without being invalidated. Better still if the 
unexpected outcome can, upon re-examination, be considered 
inevitable. 
 
If the hero was the scene-hero, he took action to try and 
achieve his goal, but found himself facing some form of 
opposition which he wasn’t expecting. Things aren’t how he 
believed, or hoped, they would be, and he didn’t immediately 
achieve his objective. He tried again, risking greater 
opposition and putting himself at greater risk, and his actions 
were based on a new view of reality. But again he was 
defeated by the opposition which rose against him, forcing 
him to make a third, even more risky attempt to achieve his 
goal. This final attempt still didn’t bring him exactly the 
outcome he had hoped for, and as a result the character – and 
perhaps the reader – has to re-examine his view of how the 
world works. 
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(ix) Consequence 
The disaster at the end of the scene upsets both hero and 
audience, and the change in the hero’s state of mind and state 
of affairs immediately raises a new question: What will the 
hero do now? This provides the hook into the next scene. You 
have to end a scene in a way that makes the reader want to 
read on. James Scott Bell, in Plot and Structure, warns 
against letting scenes just fizzle out or end on a dull note: 
“People walk out of rooms, drive off in cars, or offer dull 
parting phrases like ‘Goodbye’ and ‘Nice talking with you.’ 
Don’t let your scenes droop at the end. You have many ways 
to move the reader along. One of the best ‘read-on prompts’ is 
impending disaster.” 
 
Although the elements for a confrontation scene above are 
presented in their typical sequence, they can be presented in 
a different order. It might be more dramatic, for instance, to 
begin with action – or even disaster – and then show how the 
character got there. You can interrupt a confrontation scene 
at any point by having some new stimulus set in motion a 
mini scene-within-a-scene which must be completed before 
the main scene can continue. And you can end a scene without 
actually showing the disaster – the disaster might be delayed, 
or some near-future unforeseen consequence might be 
implied. This is often the case where the hero seems to have 
successfully achieved his scene goal – he doesn’t see the chain 
of events he’s just set in motion, or doesn’t see the storm 
clouds gathering around him. 
 
At the end of a confrontation, the story may move quickly into 
the next confrontation, or – if the consequence of the previous 
scene was a major one, a significant success or failure – then 
the hero may need time to recover and decide what to do next. 
In this case, the story now calls for a transition rather than a 
confrontation scene. 
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Decisions, Decisions... Transition Scenes 
After the disaster that climaxes a confrontation, we need 
some form of transition – a ‘reaction’ or ‘sequel.’ The hero has 
lost his girl, his job, his mind, or he’s been betrayed by his best 
friend. He needs time to adjust to his changed circumstances, 
and to decide what to do next. The audience also needs time 
to draw breath and consider the implications of what they 
have just scene. This is the function of decision scenes. 
 
Decision scenes are where the hero decides what to do next. 
He doesn’t just rush from one action to another, he needs to 
consider what has just happened and how he is going to 
respond to it. In our cause and effect sequence, decision scenes 
are where hero thinks about the effects of his previous action, 
and where he formulates a new plan, coming up with the 
cause for his next action. You can’t have action without 
decision, because decision is what gives the action meaning. 
It is why things happen, and is linked to the hero’s goal and 
motivation. 
 
In some stories, decisions happen relatively quickly, perhaps 
even in the midst of conflict scenes, and so these stories seem 
fast-paced and action-packed. In other types of story, decision 
scenes are much more important and so take up a greater 
proportion of story-time. Shakespeare’s Hamlet is famous for 
being a story about a character who struggles to make a 
decision. 
 
Whenever a character, especially the hero, is faced with a 
decision, you should make his choice as difficult as possible. A 
choice between good and evil is not dramatic – where’s the 
difficulty in choosing? For maximum dramatic effect, any 
choice the hero has to make should be a dilemma. A dilemma 
presents a situation where someone must choose between two 
mutually exclusive alternatives that are equally undesirable 
or equally desirable. Either there are two things that the hero 
desires or wants to happen, but he is forced to choose only one 
of them. Or there are two things the hero fears or doesn’t want 
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to happen, but he is forced to choose one of them. In either 
case, the hero is faced with a decision that he doesn’t want to 
make, because either way he doesn’t get everything that he 
wants. To take a typical example from an action movie: the 
hero can save the lives of hundreds of people trapped in a 
disastrous situation, but only if he is prepared to allow the 
woman he loves to die. Or, the hero can spend the rest of his 
life with the woman he loves, but only if he is prepared to give 
up his quest for an object – or his fight for a principle – that 
is important to him. 
 
For a decision to involve a dilemma, there must be two things 
of equal importance for the hero to choose between. Deciding 
whether or not he loves someone does not present a dilemma; 
having to choose between two people does. That’s why the 
classic love triangle is so often used by writers. A dilemma 
presents a between two people the hero loves; or a choice 
between the person he loves and the life he would like to lead; 
or between the person he loves and his moral ideals. 
In Casablanca, Rick must choose between his love for Ilsa and 
opposing the oppression of the Nazis. In The Maltese 
Falcon, Sam Spade has to choose between the woman he is 
attracted to and bringing the murderer of his business 
partner to justice. 
 
One of the functions of decision scenes, as we mentioned 
previously, is to help manage the pace of the story. Because 
they are not as frenetic as confrontation scenes, they have the 
effect of slowing the tempo of the story. The shorter the 
transitions between confrontation scenes, the quicker the 
overall pace of the story. Decision scenes also help make the 
action of a story plausible. If we can follow the logic of a 
character’s decision-making process – even if we consider his 
decision to be wrong – we can understand why he is motivated 
to take the action that he does. The action a character takes 
must be the result of a prior development – the action must 
be motivated, and a goal and course of action chosen. Decision 
provides the justification and the springboard for the next 
confrontation scene. 
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Decision scenes do not have to be fully dramatised like 
confrontation scenes. Events which are not important, or not 
emotionally involving, can be skipped or summarised. That is 
why these scenes are sometimes referred to as ‘transitions.’ 
Transitions can also be used to bridge a period of time or a 
change of location. Transitions are the place for flashbacks, if 
you really need to use them to reveal important elements of a 
character’s back story; or you can have a character summarise 
events which have taken place ‘off-stage,’ when such events 
aren’t dramatic enough to need a confrontation scene. In real 
life, it often takes us a long time to reach a decision. And our 
decision process is often not linear, or even logical, being a 
combination of rational thinking and gut reaction or emotion. 
Decisions also happen internally, so tend not to be visible, and 
are sometimes not even discussed or verbalised. In stories we 
compress the decision-making process and try to make it 
visible and understandable. 
 
A decision scene will only ever follow a confrontation: two 
decision scenes in a row will kill the momentum of the story. 
Decisions must lead to action. A decision scene does not have 
to immediately follow the confrontation scene it relates to: you 
might cut from the climax of the confrontation to a scene 
relating to another character and/or subplot, and then return 
to show the reaction to the earlier confrontation. This can 
increase suspense, and the anticipation will keep the reader 
turning the pages. 
 
Some confrontation scenes do not need to be followed by a 
decision. If the outcome of one conflict makes a particular 
course of action obvious or unavoidable, and where the goal is 
obvious and doesn’t need to be chosen or stated, then the 
transition / reaction is implied rather than dramatised. On 
the other hand, some confrontation scenes are so dramatic 
that they demand a decision scene to follow them up. There 
are three or four scenes in particular where this is likely to be 
the case, and these are the major turning points of the story. 
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After the challenge or call to adventure at the end of Section 
1, the hero may need to take a pause and decide how he will 
respond, so Section 2 will begin with a decision scene. At the 
end of Act I, the hero steps across the threshold and enters a 
‘strange new world’ – so the first scene in Act II (i.e. the first 
scene of Section 3) could be a transition scene in which he gets 
his bearings. The Midpoint of the story often contains a major 
dramatic revelation that causes the hero to re-evaluate all 
that has gone before, meaning that Section 5 usually begins 
with a decision scene. The end of Act II is a crisis and is often 
described as the hero’s ‘darkest hour,’ so it is not unusual for 
Act III (Section 7) to begin with a decision scene where the 
hero tries to figure out how to respond to this ‘all is lost’ 
moment. The denouement – Section 8 – that follows the 
climax ties up all of the loose ends and establishes the new 
equilibrium in the hero’s world, and can be what is effectively 
a transition scene. 
 
There’s a danger here that I have made decision scenes sound 
like padding between the action scenes of a story, but this is 
far from the truth. Decision scenes are where the main 
relationship, the B-story, is usually dramatised. It is also 
where character development tends to be revealed. And where 
the hero responds to the dilemma he often faces as a result of 
the disaster that ends a major confrontation scene. 
 

The Importance of Decision-Making in Stories 
In Modern Fiction Techniques, F. A. Rockwell says: “In 
fiction, no matter how intriguing the character and incidents 
are, if the protagonist does not have to make any decisions 
whatsoever, the story will not sell. But give this same 
character specific Moments of Decision which place the fate of 
the yarn in his hands, have him decide in a way that does not 
ameliorate things but complicates them and leads to more 
Moments of Decision – and you’re on the way to a saleable 
story.” 
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Present your hero with a difficult decision, and you create an 
inner conflict. This means that you can include conflict in 
even the quietest scenes in your story. And once your reader 
knows that a decision has got to be made, there is suspense 
until the hero makes his choice. If your story has no inner 
conflict, and relies only on external cause and effect, then at 
best it will be a melodrama. If a hero is struggling to make a 
choice, this demonstrates to the reader that there is 
something very important at stake for him, and also that the 
hero is deeply involved in the events of the story. 
 
Almost as bad as having no decisions is having what William 
C. Martell, in an article called ‘Dramatic Decisions,’ calls 
‘instant decisions,’ in which “... a major decision that will 
forever change the character ... is given absolutely no thought, 
no discussion, no importance.” And where making the 
decision results in “... no ramifications or repercussions – as if 
no decision were made.” The result, says Martell, is no 
drama. If your hero isn’t agonising over difficult decisions in 
your story, then he is not involved in the story – in Martell’s 
words, he is just along for the ride. He also points out that one 
of the advantages of a dramatic decision is that it gives you 
three ‘meaty scenes’: weighing the decision, making the 
decision, and then the aftermath of the decision. 
 

Decision and Reader Sympathy 
In our own lives, we face many difficult decisions relating to 
our education, career, relationships, family, money, home, 
neighbourhood, and many other areas of our lives. Sometimes 
we have to make choices that we don’t want to make. 
Sometimes we must choose the right thing, as opposed to the 
thing that we really want to do. On top of that we may find 
ourselves responsible for other choices – in a democracy, we 
must elect our politicians. In our justice system we are called 
upon to become members of a jury. And every day of our lives 
we find ourselves making choices that affect our own 
happiness and wellbeing, and those of the people around us. 
Making decisions is a constant and difficult business. And 
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every decision brings with it the fear that we are making the 
wrong choice. Even after we have made the decision and taken 
action, our suffering is not over: Did I do the right thing? we 
ask ourselves, over and over. I mention Leon Festinger’s 
theory of cognitive dissonance later in the chapter on 
suspense – one of the things he looked at was the way we 
continue to agonise over decisions we have already made. 
 
What this means for writers is that if we place our hero in a 
situation where he is faced with a difficult choice, our readers 
will understand what he is feeling at that moment, and they 
will wonder what they themselves might do if faced with that 
decision. And if we make the decision that the hero must 
make even more difficult by turning it into a dilemma, the 
reader will have even more sympathy for him. Dilemmas are 
the most emotionally involving, and therefore the most 
dramatic, forms of decision. 
 
We said earlier that one of the appeals of stories was that they 
showed the reader how other people cope with change in their 
lives. A key part of this is not what characters do – what 
action they take – in response to change, but how they 
decide what to do. We see a character do something and say: 
Why did he do that? We are interested in what motivated him 
to choose that particular action. Sometimes, as readers, we 
are involved in the agonising decision process before an action 
takes place (Hamlet anyone?) and sometimes we see the 
action and don’t discover the motivation behind it until later. 
To take an obvious example, a classic whodunit is all about 
motivation and almost nothing else – we are introduced to 
half-a-dozen characters, each of whom seems to have a reason 
for wanting the victim dead, and only at the end do we 
discover who made the irrevocable choice to end the victim’s 
life. Exploring the why is actually much more important than 
discovering the who. 
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Big Decisions and Small Ones 
During the three acts of a story, there are potentially three 
major decisions that the hero has to make: 
 
The end of Act I: The hero is issued a challenge or offered an 
opportunity for change: should he accept it? 
 
The middle of Act II: A major revelation or discover shows the 
hero the extent of the problem he really faces: should he 
continue with his quest? 
 
The beginning of Act III: The hero is at a crisis point and has 
lost everything that is important to him: should he make one 
last ditch attempt to achieve his story goal? 
 
In each of these cases he must face a difficult choice, a 
dilemma. Whichever option he chooses must involve a 
sacrifice – giving up one of two things he wants equally; or 
accepting one of two things he fears or doesn’t want – and each 
option must have jeopardy inherent in it – whatever action he 
chooses must present unpleasant consequences if he fails to 
complete it successfully. These major decisions are important 
plot points in the story, but there are also other decisions that 
the hero must make at different points in the story. In every 
scene, the hero – or some other viewpoint character – asks 
themselves: What should I do now? Every choice they make 
will have consequences – so that are obvious to them, and 
some that may not become known until later. Every action the 
hero takes is preceded by a decision to act, and every decision 
is motivated by what he wants at that point in the story, and 
by the moral values that are important to him. The most 
difficult decisions are those where what he wants to do are in 
conflict with what he feels he should do; or where he must 
choose only one of two things that he wants equally; or where 
he must choose one of two actions, both of which are in conflict 
with his moral values. An honest person may find it difficult 
to deceive people close to them, but a desired outcome may 
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require a lie be told. A pacifist may have to choose between 
killing or seeing those he loves die. 
 
Generally speaking, the decisions the hero makes should 
become progressively difficult as the story goes on, until – at 
the beginning of Act III, following the crisis – he is faced with 
the most difficult choice he has ever faced. 
 
The basic components of a decision scene, whether large or 
small, are pretty much the same. 
 

Elements of the Decision Scene 
 

(i) A Character 
(ii) Setting 

(iii) Failure 
(iv) An Ally or Confidante 
(v) Emotional Response 

(vi) Rational Response 
(vii) Dilemma 

(viii) Decision 
(ix) Action 

 

(i) A Character 
This can be the person who was the subject of the previous 
confrontation, or it can be the hero of the story if he wasn’t 
the main character in that scene. 
 

(ii) Setting 
A time and location which reflect, or perhaps contrast with, 
the character’s mood and situation. Also include an indication 
of how much time has passed since the confrontation. 
 

(iii) Failure 
Briefly restate the nature of the disaster from the previous 
scene, so that the audience is aware of what this failure means 
to the character. 
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(iv) An Ally or Confidante 
Often another character is present during a transition, so that 
the hero can share their thoughts and fears, and discuss their 
options. Transitions are often introspective, so an ally can be 
useful in ensuring that the hero isn’t left talking to himself. 
 

(v) Emotional Response 
Overwhelmed by the disaster, the character reacts in 
characteristic fashion. His reaction may be shock, anger, 
panic, fear, disillusionment, frustration, heartbreak, 
embarrassment, stoicism, or whatever emotion would come 
naturally to that character under those circumstances. It is 
rare for anyone to react calmly and rationally when things go 
horribly wrong. How does he feel as a result of his failure? 
Whatever the reaction, it will be expressed through the 
character’s actions, and possibly through his dialogue with 
the ally or confidante. 
 

(vi) Rational Response 
Once the initial emotions have subsided, at least to a degree, 
the character pulls himself together and begins to think 
rationally, without emotion clouding his judgement. He 
analyses the failure, trying to understand exactly what has 
happened. In a mystery story, the detective would try and 
interpret new clues. At this point the hero is likely to review 
his overall story objective, and restate its importance. Next 
comes consideration of possible courses of action – the 
weighing of options with respect to the next short-term goal. 
The ramifications of each possible course are considered; some 
options are rejected. The options must be ones which this 
particular character would consider, based on the three 
dimensions of their character, i.e. they must be appropriate to 
their physical limitations, their background, and the 
psychological makeup. How a character undertakes this 
analysis of what’s important to him, and what options are 
open to him, helps to reveal his character. 
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(vii) Dilemma 
The character finds that his options boil down to a choice of 
two, both equally unsatisfying or equally daunting or equally 
unpleasant. Which should he choose? Should he give up or 
press on? The risks are greater now, there is more at stake. A 
dilemma can take one of two forms: first, there are two things 
that the hero desires or wants to happen, but is forced to 
choose only one of them. He can have either A or B, but not 
both. Or, there are two things the hero fears or doesn’t want 
to happen, but he is forced to choose one of them. He must 
choose either A or B, but cannot choose none. Based on the 
hero’s character, he will always make what he considers to be 
the ‘right’ or ‘good’ choice, so a choice between good and bad is 
really no choice at all for him. For the choice to be dramatic, 
it needs to be in the form of a dilemma. 
 
Dilemma is an important dramatic principle, but it is difficult 
to sustain in a simple conflict between two people: a two-sided 
conflict is not a dilemma, as it can only move between positive 
and negative – she loves me, she loves me not, she loves me… 
To create a situation where genuine choice is required, we 
must introduce a third element. This is the nature of a ‘love 
triangle’ which immediately increases the possibility for 
difficult choices. Two men might vie for the love of a woman; 
a man might be forced to choose between the woman he loves 
and duty to his family. The hero must choose between 
something he wants to do, and something he is honour-bound 
to do. 
 

(viii) Decision 
Logically or angrily; calmly or cynically, the character makes 
his choice. A new scene goal and a new course of action are 
chosen, leading him into his next confrontation scene. The 
decisions the hero makes, under pressure, to take a particular 
course of action in pursuit of his story objective provide 
‘turning points’ in the story. The decision should appear to be 
made by the character, and not look as though it has been 
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imposed by the author to get the story moving in the right 
direction. 
 

(ix) Action 
As a result of his decision, the character begins moving again, 
taking some action which sets up the next confrontation 
scene, and making the reader wonder what is going to happen 
next. The character may set up an appointment with 
someone; make a telephone call; buy a ticket, or take some 
other action which shows him begin to put his new plan of 
action into operation. This effectively moves the character 
into the next confrontation scene – he goes forward with a new 
scene goal and motivation. 
 
A decision scene provides a link, showing how a character 
moves from one confrontation to the next, both physically and 
psychologically. The needs of the story at any point will 
determine which of the elements listed above are given most 
emphasis. There is no required length for a decision scene; it 
can be as long as a confrontation scene, as long as the content 
of the decision-making process warrant such a length. Or it 
can be a single sentence, or even a briefly implied. Normally, 
the more dramatic and upsetting the preceding disaster, the 
more developed the decision scene will need to be. Though this 
will depend on the needs of the story at that point – if the pace 
needs to be increased, transitions will be shortened. 
 
Occasionally, during a fast-moving sequence of scenes, the 
decision scene may be delayed until later – things are moving 
too quickly for the hero to pause and think, and only later does 
he have a moment of calm to reflect on the events which have 
occurred. 
 
Jack M. Bickham, in Scene and Structure, gives a number of 
techniques which can be used in decision scenes to ‘keep the 
reader worried’ and adding suspense: 
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a) A deadline or ticking clock so that the hero doesn’t 
have long to make up his mind about how to react to 
the disaster. 

b) Have the hero make a discovery or experience a 
revelation, which tells him something about the 
consequences of the disaster, or about the nature of his 
situation that he didn’t know before. 

c) Have the hero make a decision based on emotion 
rather than rational thought. Let him go rushing off 
headlong, with no proper plan of action, so that we fear 
he’ll plunge straight into another disaster. 

d) Keep the hero’s decision and/or plan a secret from the 
audience. He may say, ‘I know what I have to do.’ But 
he doesn’t tell us what that is. As a result, we worry 
that he’s going to do something stupid and dangerous. 

e) Delay the hero’s decision by having some other 
external stimulus interrupt the scene. This may be 
some action by the antagonist that forces him to act 
before he’s ready. It can help increase suspense, as it 
prevents the hero having sufficient time to figure out 
what is really going on. 

 
Keeping the reader off balance is a sure way of keeping them 
turning the pages to find out how things will turn out. 
 
Complications and Obstacles – Beats for Your Scenes 
 
We’ve said that a confrontation scene has a viewpoint 
character – the ‘hero’ for this particular scene – who wants to 
achieve a scene-goal, and that he must overcome opposition 
and obstacles to do this. We’ve also said that the ‘valence’ of a 
scene swings from positive to negative, back and forth, beat 
by beat, as the viewpoint character seems to get closer to, and 
then further from, achieving his or her scene-goal. Let’s look 
at a few techniques for creating these beats within a scene. 
 
A complication is anything that makes it more difficult for the 
viewpoint character to achieve his or her scene-goal. 
Complications change the course of the action in a scene, 
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forcing the viewpoint character to respond to the change. 
Complications help to reveal character: when someone’s 
actions are frustrated or they face a difficult situation, we see 
how they respond and learn something about their attitude to 
life, their typical behaviours, and their relationships with 
other people. Complications also help to create suspense, 
because they delay the viewpoint character’s progress 
towards the story-goal. Complications can take many forms, 
but we can group them in terms of their effect – how they 
disrupt the viewpoint character’s actions: 
 

— obstacles and barriers 
— discoveries and revelations 
— unforeseen consequences 
— reversals 
— entrances and exits 

 
According to Richard Michaels Stefanik, in The Megahit 
Movies, it isn’t enough to just put obstacles in the way of the 
viewpoint character, there must be an element of jeopardy: 
“There must be a high probability he will be physically or 
emotionally harmed by the obstacle or that, in some way, the 
obstacle will cause him pain or loss.” 
 
Although complications seem to be negative things that 
prevent forward motion, they actually help the story progress 
by forcing the viewpoint character to make new choices or 
change direction. By having planned actions not turn out as 
expected, they also add an element of surprise or shock to 
entertain our readers. Complications can include 
misunderstandings and mistaken identities, as well as 
obvious physical barriers. 
 

Obstacles and Barriers 
This type of complication – a dead-end or a brick wall – stops 
the action dead. The character must now find a way over or 
round the obstacle. It forces him to make a decision and 
choose a new direction or a new action. The story moves 



40 

 

 

forward as a result of the character’s reaction to the obstacle. 
You can use obstacles any number of times in a story, but have 
too many of them and the story risks becoming repetitive. And 
because an obstacle brings the action to a halt, it has the effect 
of stalling the story, meaning it loses forward momentum 
until the decision to take new action is made, and the new 
action begins. Too many obstacles like this, and your story 
will have a jerky stop-start feeling. Obstacles can be mental 
as well as physical. A person who refuses to co-operate, or an 
authority figure who forbids the character from taking a 
particular action, is providing an obstacle. 
 

Discoveries and Revelations 
In this type of complication, important new information is 
discovered by – or revealed to – the viewpoint character. This 
can come in three forms: 
 
Discovery or revelation about self: The viewpoint character 
receives information about some aspect of himself or his life. 
This could be some quality or weakness he has that will 
impact on his chances of success. He may even discover that 
he is not who he thought he was. 
 
Discovery or revelation about another person: A friend has 
lied to the viewpoint character or betrayed him. Someone is 
not who they appear to be. There is a previously unrevealed 
relationship between two characters. A warrior may prove to 
be a coward. A wise man my turn out to be a fool. Any 
character may turn out to have their own agenda, with a goal 
that puts them at odds with the viewpoint character. 
 
Discovery or revelation about past, present, or future events: 
Something has happened, is happening, or will happen. The 
event is not proceeding, or did not proceed, as expected. 
Threats and promises of future actions. Promises broken. 
 
When new information is revealed, discovered, or exposed, the 
effect can be surprising or shocking. At their best, it will have 
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an emotional impact – on the reader and the character – as 
well as affecting the course of the action. It can cause 
everything that the reader and the character has learned to 
date to be thrown into doubt, leading to a re-evaluation of 
whatever has gone before. In the light of this new knowledge, 
that old action takes on a new meaning. There is often a 
dramatic revelation of some kind at the midpoint of the story, 
causing the hero to re-evaluate his story quest and his goal. 
Discoveries and revelations change the course of the action by 
revealing new meanings, or raising new questions. Things are 
not as they were believed to be. New information can often 
change the viewpoint character’s opinion, or force him to 
choose a new way of approaching a problem. 
 

Unforeseen Consequences 
This type of complication doesn’t pay off immediately. 
Something happens – a cause – but the effect isn’t felt until 
later. We have to wait for it, and anticipate the inevitable 
response. Unforeseen consequences affect the viewpoint 
character’s actions, making his life more difficult, but they do 
not stop the action dead or turn it around completely – they 
allow it to move forward, but with an added twist. Because 
they require setting up earlier in the story, this sort of 
complication is comparatively rare, occurring only a few times 
in a story, and then only usually in scenes where the hero is 
the scene-hero. 
 
A reversal can be the strongest kind of complication, as it 
turns the story round completely. Again, this is likely to be 
used only in scene featuring the hero as the scene-hero. And 
its strength means that it is typically used for big scenes, such 
as the end of an act. A reversal means that a scene that begins 
positively ends negatively, or vice versa. This change may be 
emotional – from happy to sad, for example. Or it may be a 
physical reversal, so that leading in a race suddenly finds 
themselves bringing up the rear. A scene that appears to be 
heading for a victorious outcome, is turned into a defeat. A 
disastrous outcome is suddenly turned around into victory. 
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Although unexpected, these reversals – like unforeseen 
consequences – need to be set up beforehand, so that the 
reversed outcome seems logical given what has gone before. 
Just springing a reversal on the reader is going to make them 
feel like they have been cheated, or that the story has not been 
properly constructed. 
 
There can also be minor reversals in a scene, where you 
prepare the reader for a certain action, and then deliver the 
opposite. These too need to be set-up, or at least explained 
afterwards. When a woman walks up to her lover, we may 
expect her to kiss him: if she hits him instead, we are 
surprised, and – if we don’t yet know why – curious to know 
what caused this effect. 
 

Entrances and Exits 
Entrances and exits can also be major or minor complications. 
The arrival of a new character into a scene changes the 
dynamic – those already present have to react to the arrival, 
and their continued presence will affect the way that the 
action will now unfold. If you’re making out with your beau 
and your kid brother sits himself down on the sofa beside you, 
the dynamic of the scene changes – and the outcome of events 
isn’t going to be what you originally hoped it would be. If you 
bring a new character into a scene, they must have a reason 
for being there. They have their own scene-goal, and this 
should put them at odds with the scene-hero. Your kid brother 
probably wants to extort cash out of you so he’ll leave and let 
you get on with your smooching. A great way to introduce 
conflict into a ‘flat’ scene is to have your two main characters 
interacting in the presence of a third person who shouldn’t be 
there. They don’t want to refer directly to the details of the 
subject they are discussing, and so talk about it indirectly. Or 
they discuss another matter entirely, but the subtext of the 
discussion is the thing they really want to be talking about. 
Adults will often refer to sexual matters in a way they believe 
a child present will not understand. And the child usually 
knows they’re doing this. 
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The arrival of a new character can be unexpected, but it can 
also be dramatic if they are expected. Characters already on 
stage may talk about someone, building up to their entrance 
– the person who then arrives can then live up to the picture 
that has been painted of them, exceed it, or be its complete 
opposite. A character who enters a scene is coming from 
somewhere, they have their own objective, and they are 
probably bringing ‘baggage’ with them – all of this will 
influence their behaviour and their interaction with other 
characters on stage. Note also that the character entering, 
while attracting attention, may not be the main focus of the 
scene. The important action may come in the form of the 
reactions of other characters. If everyone on stage ignores the 
arrival of a new character, that is dramatically significant. If 
everyone crowds round and hugs them, the scene is different. 
If everyone victimises or scapegoats this person, we have yet 
a different scene. 
 
The entrance of a character can be the trigger for a series of 
reactions and actions that continue for some time – 
playwrights refer to this as ‘sustaining’ an entrance. Raymond 
Chandler, a great writer though not necessarily a great 
plotter, said that if you weren’t sure what to do next in a story, 
bring on a man with a gun. Billy Wilder is reported to have 
said: “If you see a man coming through a doorway, it means 
nothing. If you see him coming through a window, that is at 
once interesting.” 
 
Similarly, if someone leaves a scene, the dynamic has 
changed, with remaining characters having to adjust to that 
character’s absence. Slammed door exits are a soap opera 
cliché, but they can still be effective, as can dialogue along the 
lines of, “Barry, I want a divorce. I’m going back to mother’s.” 
Obviously a dramatic exit has to be the result of character 
motivation: Why is this person leaving? Why now? What do 
they hope to achieve by exiting? An exit may signal the end of 
one complication, and the beginning of another. Exits too can 
be ‘sustained’ – the impact of the leaving action being 
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developed in order to highlight its significance in the story. 
An exit is likely to have consequences – both immediate and 
long-term. Characters who remain on stage may contemplate 
these, so that the importance of the complication is brought 
home to the reader. 
 
One last important note on entrances and exits: Remember 
who is still on stage. It is easy in a screenplay, and possibly 
more so in a novel, to concentrate on the key players in a scene 
– those with dialogue – and forget who else is present. Make 
sure you haven’t got someone standing around with no 
purpose for being there, or worse, have everyone exit apart 
from this one neglected soul. 
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Further Reading 

The books listed below are either quoted in the text or served 
as major influences on my own thinking about writing scenes. 
The two Dwight V. Swain books I found particularly helpful. 
If you want to read Swain's book on screenwriting, I would 
advise picking up a copy of the edition listed below – there is 
a later edition, but the emphasis seems to have shifted to 
scripting for AV presentations and documentaries. The two 
books by Louis E. Catron are also well worth a look – although 
aimed at playwrights, they contain a lot of material that is 
applicable to writers of all kinds. 
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There is no secret formula for plot — but there is a pattern that has proved 
satisfying to readers and movie-goers for years. Once you have an 
understanding of this underlying structure you can apply it to a novel or 
screenplay in any genre. 
 

In Plot Basics you'll see: 
 

▪ How to break down your plot into four quarters and decide what 
must happen in each — applying the 'rule of three' to give a 
strong through-line with rising action and suspense.  

▪ How to divide these into eight sequences that enable you to tell 
your story with maximum dramatic effect — including six major 
turning points plus a midpoint and a climax.  

▪ What individual story elements belong in each of the eight 
sequences and how to develop them. 

 

You can use the eight sequences method to plot a story from scratch. 
Apply it to edit the first draft of a novel or screenplay you already have. 
Or use it to take apart a story you've started but which isn't working. 
 

When you know what needs to go where in a story, you can get on with 
the fun part of writing and create something for readers or movie-goers 
to enjoy — safe in the knowledge that your plot works. 
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