
The Character Development Arc 
 

ACT I: The Flawed Hero/Heroine, Denied Self & Defensive Behaviours 
 

Sequence 1 
 
– Introduce a sympathetic character 
– Introduce the character’s ordinary world and equilibrium – including a hint that there is 

something lacking in the character’s a life, a vague feeling of being unfulfilled and/or lonely 
– Show the character’s positive qualities plus a hint of vulnerability 
– Introduce a suggestion of the denied self – a quality that the character has, shown through 

action, but which they feel ashamed of 
– Show the character’s dominant attitude towards life 
– Show first hints of the character flaw 
– Show that the flaw exists in the character’s behaviour in different situations 
– Introduce the theme (based on a human value) or thematic argument of the story – perhaps 

something along the lines of needing to be your true self or needing to love yourself before you 
can find love 

– Introduce the character’s need 
– Turning Point 1: A Challenge or Call to Adventure – in a romance this is usually ‘boy meets girl’ 

and the challenge is a ‘Call to Love’ 
 

Sequence 2 
 
– Denial – the character is reluctant accept the opportunity to begin a romantic relationship 
– Backstory – basic reasons why the character isn’t looking for love at this moment, usually 

based on current work circumstances and/or the break-up of an unsuccessful relationship in 
the recent past 

– Circumstances force the character to be around their ‘love interest’ 
– Turning Point 2: The Lock-In – external circumstances mean that the character and their love 

interest will be stuck together for some time to come 
 

ACT II - Part 1: Falling in Love, The False Self & Self-Defeating Behaviours 
 

Sequence 3 
 
– The character’s initial response to changed circumstances, i.e. having to deal with the fact that 

they have to be in close proximity to their ‘love interest’ 
– Perhaps some kind of test to show whether the character is ready to be in this situation. This 

corresponds to the ‘threshold guardian’ in the Hero’s Journey plot model. Character 
successfully proves that they are ready to face this ‘strange new world’ 

– Character is challenged by some behaviour of the love interest and demonstrates their typical 
defensive behaviour. Denial and pushing away the love interest. Shows that the character’s 
choices and behaviour are dominated by their false self 

–  Character tries an obvious solution to deal with the ‘problem’ of the love interest – the sort of 
thing anyone might do to repel unwanted attention 



– Character’s actions fail and the situation worsens. Instead of repelling the attentions of the love 
interest, the character has only increased their interest – either by mistake or because they 
unconsciously self-sabotaged because they don’t really want this person to go away 

– Character denies responsibility for this failure. They didn’t do anything to encourage the love 
interest – blames a misunderstanding or accident 

– Character interacts with a confidant and other allies (friends or family members). The 
confidant may be supportive of romance, encouraging the character to enter a relationship. Or 
the confidant feels threatened by the potential for romance and discourages it 

– Turning Point 3: What’s at Stake? – Character gains some insight into what is at stake for them 
personally. This is revealed in some clues about the character’s greatest fear and their secret 
shame. They know that the ‘love interest’ represents a threat to the defences they have built to 
protect themselves. They need to deal with the situation once and for all 

 

Sequence 4 
 
– The ‘love interest’ continues to show interest in the character and/or the character continues 

to have feelings for the love interest 
– Character again uses defensive behaviours to try and avoid a relationship. These behaviours 

may also have negative consequences in other areas of the character’s life. We see that the false 
self gets in the way of them finding happiness and fulfilment 

– But the character also demonstrates the potential for change – we see them making some small 
change in one area of their life that shows they are capable of learning from experience. This 
sets up the possibility of them being able to change and abandon their false self and its 
associated behaviours later 

– Character makes a serious attempt to deal with the situation with the love interest – but it fails 
or backfires spectacularly – for example, a serious discussion to agree that they can’t possibly 
be lovers may end up being a date that ends with a kiss 

– Character feels defeated and is losing faith in their defensive behaviours. They have always 
worked before, but they are not working here. Perhaps mixed feelings of failure and being 
relieved that they didn’t manage to push the love interest away 

– Midpoint/Turning Point 4 – A ‘Moment of Grace’ or a realisation – Character realises, or has it 
pointed out to them, that they have been looking at this situation from the wrong angle. The 
thematic argument is restated. Character realises that they will need to be their true self if they 
want to be successful in work/external life activities and if they want to overcome their 
internal challenges and feel ready to be in a relationship again. Character faces a choice – keep 
their false self and defensive behaviours and risk being unhappy and alone – or abandon them 
and take a chance on the opportunity for love. Character makes a decision – they will no longer 
deny their feelings for the ‘love interest’ and they will try and make the necessary changes to 
make a relationship work. 

 

ACT II – Part 2: Being in Love & Descent Towards the Dark Moment 
 

Sequence 5 
 
– Character takes a moment to re-evaluate everything that has gone before. Given their change 

at the midpoint, they now have a new perspective on things. And a new attitude towards the 
love interest. They are no longer denying their love 



– Character now knows they must change in order to make a success of their present 
opportunities – both in the relationship and in the external world. This is the first awakening 
of their true self 

– But the character is still flawed and their decisions and behaviour sometimes show this 
– The ‘love interest’ supports the character – being understanding and forgiving defensive 

behaviours and also encouraging the character to express their true self 
– This sequence is mostly about being in love. The character gets a taste of how pleasant life could 

be if they manage to deal with their inner conflict and embrace their true self. Here, the two 
characters go on dates or engage in other activities together, gradually becoming a couple 

– Growing to trust each other, the two characters share their backstories – talking about their 
childhoods and about their previous relationships. These also feel safe enough to be vulnerable 
with each other, revealing their greatest fears and their secret shame 

– Character admits for the first time to themselves (and perhaps to the love interest) the nature 
of their deepest need – to be their true selves and to be in a loving relationship with someone 
who accepts that true self 

– At some point in this sequence, there is a reminder of some secret or some forgotten 
consequence of an earlier action that could threaten the relationship. This will become 
significant at the end of Sequence 6 and cause the couple to break-up 

– Turning Point 5 – A realisation that the stakes have been raised – The relationship is now 
something of value for the character – and something it would be painful to lose. Also, the other 
person’s happiness is now important to them and must be factored into any decisions the 
character makes or any actions they take 

 

Sequence 6 
 
– Unlike other genre fiction, where the relationship subplot occupies relatively small space, the 

relationship is the main plot in a romance and so Sequence 6 tends to carry on in a similar vein 
to Sequence 5. The two characters continue to enjoy doing things together, the bond between 
them becomes stronger, and the trust they feel for each other grows. 

– The relationship shows the possibility of becoming something permanent in their lives 
– But shadows still hang over them. The character still hasn’t fully abandoned their false self and 

they risk backsliding and putting back up the defensive barriers and engaging in defensive 
behaviours. We may see a hint of this possibility when they face a tricky external obstacle or 
there is a disagreement or small argument between them and the love interest 

– Just as everything seems to be looking rosy, a terrible blow befalls them. A secret held by one 
of the characters is revealed or there is a delayed but serious consequence of an earlier action 
by one of them. Either the character or the love interest is upset and feels that they have been 
betrayed. This is a deal-breaker and causes the darkest hour – the two of them break-up. 

– Turning Point 6 – The Break-up – The relationship seems to be ended and with little possibility 
of reconciliation. The character faces their greatest fear – either they feel they have been 
betrayed and abandoned, or they feel they have been deceived and manipulated. 

 

Act III: Alone Again, Resolution & Happy Ever After (or Happy for Now) 
 

Sequence 7 
 
– The character is alone, feeling crushed and defeated. They feel angry at the love interest but 

also miss them deeply 



– Perhaps the character discovers further evidence of the love interest’s betrayal or dishonesty, 
seeming to strengthen the idea that there cannot be a reconciliation. Or the love interest may 
find further proof of the character’s betrayal/dishonesty 

– The ‘love interest’ (or the character) my try and make peace and save the relationship, but this 
attempt is dismissed by the other  

– Character wants to retreat and hide, building up their defensive walls and engage in defensive 
behaviours. But they are no longer the same person and these things do not feel right. They 
have had a taste of what it feels like to be their true self, and they don’t want to lose that 

– Character faces a choice – do they give up and try to go back to what they were before or should 
they find the strength to go on. They decide that they won’t allow the love interest’s ‘betrayal’ 
take away the positive steps they have made. The will try and go on alone. But they feel 
depressed and sad doing this 

– Turning Point 7 – The character has gained a victory in that they have faced their worst fear 
and survived. It was a painful lesson, but the love interest’s ‘betrayal’ has taught them an 
important lesson – they are stronger than they thought, and they are happier being their true 
self. It’s a bittersweet realisation, but perhaps the best they can hope for 

 

Sequence 8 
 
– Character finally abandons their false self completely – they have faced and survived their 

deepest fear and accepted and integrated their denied self. They are finally able to show their 
authentic self to the world and feel confident in doing it 

– Either the character or the love interest (or both) will have a sort of ‘epiphany,’ realising that 
they can forgive (or are ready to apologise and be forgiven) and that they do not want to be 
alone. The relationship is more important to them than any other personal or external 
considerations 

– Character demonstrates their true self by forgiving or gaining forgiveness. They demonstrate 
the qualities of their true self and their commitment to the relationship by making some sort 
of symbolic sacrifice – often giving up one last symbol of their old, false self or by 
demonstrating that they have overcome their greatest fear 

– The character and the love interest are reconciled 
– They may demonstrate their commitment to each other with a symbolic gesture, typically a 

marriage proposal or some other external act that signifies permanent togetherness in the 
context of the story situation 

– A new everyday world and equilibrium is established for the character and their partner – this 
is sometimes shown in a months later or year later epilogue.   
 

 
The above model of a character development arc makes dry reading in this abstract form, but I 

wanted to keep it generic so it could be used either for the heroine, the hero, or both. Or for any 
protagonist or co-protagonist in a non-heterosexual relationship. 

I dislike the term ‘love interest’ intensely but use it here simply for brevity – it avoids repetition of 
‘protagonist or co-protagonist.’ 
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