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WHAT MAKES A GOOD SCENE GREAT?

There is no “secret” to screenwriting. Anyone who tells you differently is trying 
to sell you something. There are, however, some basic rules of storytelling. Not 
because some writing “guru” wrote a book about them, but because there are 
some basic rules to life. And life is the grandest story of all. 

A story driven by character will connect emotionally with your audience. What 
follows is a series of ten questions to challenge you to write better character-
driven scenes (and a little something extra to challenge you to write a better life). By 
reading and following the tips on this checklist, I am in no way guaranteeing 
that every scene you write will be great. I am, however guaranteeing that every 
scene you write will be better.*

Keep writing,

*Guarantee not guaranteed.

INTRODUCTION
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GOAL
WHAT DOES YOUR PROTAGONIST 
WANT IN THIS SCENE AND HOW 

ARE THEY GOING TO GET IT?

Your protagonist (main character) should be an overall goal in your 
script... say, I don’t know, to find a mythical Ark and return it to a museum. 
But along the way, smaller goals will arise as conflict does. You can’t get to 
the Ark without finding the medallion, bringing a gun to a sword fight, and 
facing your fear of snakes.

Your protagonist should have a plan, even if this plan is hidden from 
everyone else in the scene. No one in real life actually comes out and says 
what they want. Let your characters be crafty.

What’s driving your protagonist? It doesn’t matter if it’s a selfish goal or a 
more lofty one, as long as it’s clear, we’ll be pulling for them.

What about in your own life? What are your goals? Without making it clear, how 
do you know where you’re going?
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CONFLICT
WHAT OBSTACLES MAKE IT DIFFICULT 

FOR YOUR PROTAGONIST TO 
REACH THEIR GOAL?

Now that your protagonist has a clear goal, you can’t make it easy for them. 
Frustrate them, drive them crazy, pull out all that pent-up rage you have 
towards your ex-BF and lay it on your main character. Make them suffer. 

What’s getting in the way? Maybe it’s another person (villain or partner), or 
themselves (strength or weakness), or the environment (crashed car or rabid 
dog). Complicate the protag’s plan to the point that they have no choice but 
to make a new one. Maybe you don’t even know how they’re going to get 
out of this.

Without conflict there is no story, there is no growth, there is no arc.

You will face conflict. But just like your characters, your life-conflicts lead to 
growth. Remind yourself daily that conflict is only a brief stop-over on the way 
to your goal.
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CHOICE
WHAT DIFFICULT CHOICE WILL THE 

CHARACTER HAVE TO MAKE AS  
A RESULT OF THE CONFLICT? 

There are two ways to get to know someone: You can learn facts about 
them (“I’m gluten-intollerant!” “I compete in rap battles!”  “I  have 12 
cats!”). But facts tell you nothing about a person’s character or goals or 
values. A more accurate way to get to know someone is to watch them 
interact with others, to see how they respond in difficult situations, to 
observe how they react when they’re at their lowest. More than anything, 
we are defined by our choices.

The same goes for your characters. Do they save the dog from gun-fire or 
run for cover? Do they go visit their father on his death bed or do they close 
the business deal? Do they go to Prom with the popular girl or the nerdy girl 
(who will inevitably get a makeover anyway)? These are the things that will 
define your character for the audience.

Every choice should take them closer to or farther away from their goal.

What choices are you making as a result of your real-life conflicts? Are your choices 
taking you closer to or farther away from your goal?
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STAKES
WHAT IS HANGING IN THE BALANCE  

WITH EACH CHOICE YOUR 
PROTAGONIST MAKES?

So we’ve got a goal.  We’ve got a conflict.  We’ve got a choice.  But all of that 
is going to be boring if the choice is too easy.  The more difficult the choice, 
the more interesting it becomes.  Make it painful.

Given the choice between saving a child from a burning building and going 
to the tanning bed is probably an easy choice for most people. But what if 
there were two children in the burning building and you could only save 
one? What if one of them was your child? What if they both were? Raise 
the stakes.

No matter what your protagonist chooses, there should be pros and cons, 
there should be consequences. The more personal and meaningful the 
conflict, the more invested the reader will be.  

Be aware of what the stakes are in your life. This is vital in helping us make 
decisions. Priorities matter.
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TWIST
WHAT DOES THIS CHOICE TELL US  

ABOUT THE CHARACTER THAT  
WE DIDN’T ALREADY KNOW?

If a choice is supposed to tell us something about the character, it should tell 
us something new about the character. 

A great quick way to set up a character is to establish a thing that a character 
always does and a thing a character never does and then play with those 
expectations.

You know that guy Wimpy from  the Popeye cartoons? The one that’s 
all  “I will gladly pay you Tuesday for a hamburger today.” What if 
he asked for a hot dog and whipped out  his wallet? What if Cookie 
Monster turned down a cookie? What if Toucan Sam’s nose didn’t  
always know?

Tip: The best twists work at the end of the scene. A cliffhanger. Keep us 
turning the pages.

What are your “always” and your “nevers.” Don’t be afraid to take a risk, to try 
something new. You might be surprised where it takes you.
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THEME
HOW DOES THIS CHOICE PUSH 
THE CHARACTER’S EMOTIONAL  

JOURNEY FORWARD?

Under every goal is an emotional journey. A beginning, middle, and end 
for a character. An internal arc. 

Lars and the Real Girl isn’t just about Ryan Gosling falling in love with a sex 
doll, it’s also about whether or not a guy can connect with his loved ones. 
Moneyball isn’t just about baseball, it’s also about a guy redefining what it 
means to win. Signs isn’t just about aliens, it’s also about a guy rediscovering 
his faith. 

What emotional journey is your protagonist on? Every scene should be 
informed by this.

And not just your protagonist, but you should feel emotionally connected 
to the scene. What are those emotions running through you that can be 
explored on the page, that will make this scene more... you? 

The more emotionally honest you can be with yourself, the more transparent you 
can be in your writing, the more you’ll connect with your audience. So don’t be 
afraid to dig down deep.
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CONNECTIVITY
CAN THE ELEMENTS OF THIS SCENE BE 

SET-UP IN A PREVIOUS SCENE OR LAY THE 
GROUND-WORK FOR FUTURE SCENES?

These are the elements of a great screenplay: set-up and payoff. Are there 
consequences to your protagonist’s actions, even an hour later in your script? 
Does something come back to bite them? 

Plant the seeds early on, pay them off later. It could be a line: “This isn’t 
flying, this is falling with style!” It could be an object: Iron Man needing his 
original arc reactor, which Pepper just happened to give to him as a present 
earlier in the film. It could be a running joke: Eric Idle getting run over 
by the Griswolds.

Part of set-up is also in what you don’t say. Everyone loves a good mystery. 
Don’t spell everything out immediately. Ask questions, but don’t provide the 
answers. Give clues along the way.

Your actions effect the world around you. Good and bad. You may not see the 
result of your actions for many years, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t any.
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VISUALIZE IT
IS THERE A VISUAL THAT CAN REPLACE 

OBVIOUS DIALOGUE OR ACTION? 

A macguffin is a term coined by Alfred Hitchcock meaning an item that 
represents the plot of the story. The suitcase in Pulp Fiction. The ring in Lord 
of the Rings. Doug in the Hangover.

The same thing can apply for your emotional story. An emotional maguffin, 
if you will.

What if instead of saying “I love you” (zzzzz) your character gives a present 
representing that love, or better yet, destroys something getting in the way 
of that love: a physical representation of the words.

Guardians of the Galaxy is a great example. If the macguffin is the orb (the 
object driving the plot), then the emotional macguffin is the gift from Star 
Lord’s mom (representing his inability to cope with her death).

Actions speak louder than words. Are you being active in striving towards your 
goal or just talking about it?
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DO LESS
IS THERE A “PERFECT LINE” THAT 

COULD SAY IT BETTER?

Remember that part in Jerry Maguire where Cuba Gooding Jr. says “You 
know what I’m really interested in?  It’s not the fame, or the women, or even the 
game. All of that is fleeting. No, what I’m really interested in are the bookoodles 
of money I’ll make.”? 

No? That’s because all he had to say was “Show me the money!” And you got 
it all. From that one line. How can you wade through the mess and find the 
perfect line? 

The same goes for your scene description. Say more. Use fewer words. It’s 
a screenplay. Be concise. If I wanted to read a novel, I’d pick up 50 Shades 
of Grey, er... I mean Moby Dick. 

What, in your own life, could use some simplifying? Maybe clearing out some of 
your schedule (Netflix?) could help you focus on what you really want to be doing. 
(It’s writing, right?)
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VOICE
HOW CAN YOU REWRITE IT  

TO BE YOURS?

Is the tone of the script clear? If you’re writing a comedy, even the scene 
description should be funny. If it’s a horror, it should be creepy. If it’s an 
action flick, it should be edge-of-your-seat thrilling.

Does the tone match up with what’s come before? No one wants to see a 
severed head in your rom-com.

But most importantly, it should be yours.  

Don’t fake it. Be yourself. Let your personality bleed across the page. It 
should be unique. Something only you could write. Your voice is what 
makes you stand out from the pack. Write the movie you’re dying to see.

Don’t be afraid to be 100% you. It’s exhausting trying to be someone else, so 
surround yourself with people who accept you just as you are.
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MAKE GOOD 
SCENES GREAT

THE CHECKLIST

GOAL 
What does your protagonist want in this scene and how are they going 
to get it?

CONFLICT 
What obstacles make it difficult for your protagonist to reach their goal?

CHOICE 
What difficult choice will the character have to make as a result of  
the conflict? 

STAKES 
What is hanging in the balance with each choice?

TWIST 
What does this choice tell us about the character that we didn’t  
already know?

THEME  
How does this choice push the character’s emotional journey forward?

CONNECTIVITY 
Can the elements of this scene be set-up in a previous scene or lay  
the ground-work for future scenes?

VISUALIZE IT 
Is there a visual that can replace obvious dialogue or action? 

DO LESS
Is there a “perfect line” that could say it better?

VOICE
How can you rewrite it to be yours?
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ABOUT SCRIPTBLAST

WHO IS HUDSON PHILLIPS?

I am not a “professional” screenwriter. Although I’ve sold a screenplay 
to a major studio and wrote an award winning short film. I am not a 
screenwriting “coach.” Although I’ve taught writing at conferences, led 
workshops, and written for screenwriting blogs. I do not read people’s 
scripts and give them notes in exchange for money. Although I’ve given 
loads of notes for free.

The truth is I’m just like you: someone who loves screenwriting, but who 
struggles with sitting down at my desk and getting it done. I understand 
the ups and downs of the emotional journey of writing and find that this 
is rarely addressed in typical screenwriting circles.

This is why I created ScriptBlast: a series of resources to help you write 
better screenplays and write a better life.

http://www.scriptblast.com
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