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WHY PERSONALITY MAKES OR
BREAKS A STORY

Every  memorable  story  hinges  on one
crucial  element:  the  people  within  it.
Readers might forgive a predictable plot
or  a  slightly  slow  pace,  but  they  will
rarely  forgive  a  flat,  lifeless  character.
The  difference  between  a  forgettable
name on a page and a figure who lingers

in the imagination for years lies entirely
in the art of creating characters with
personality.  When  you  master  this
craft,  your  protagonists  cease  to  be
mere vehicles for the plot. They become
individuals  with  quirks,  contradictions,
desires,  and  fears.  They  argue,  they
hesitate, they grow. This transformation
from a simple construct into a breathing
presence is what elevates good writing
into unforgettable storytelling. Whether
you are drafting a novel, a screenplay, or
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a  short  story,  the  principles  behind
building a vivid personality remain the
same.  It  is  a  deliberate  process  of
layering  traits,  motivations,  and
behaviours until a unique human being
emerges from the words.
Many writers fall into the trap of focusing
solely on appearance or backstory. While
those elements are important, they are
only  the  scaffolding.  The  true  structure
of a character is built from their choices,
their  speech  patterns,  their  internal
conflicts,  and  the  way  they  react  under
pressure.  Readers  connect  with
personalities,  not  with  descriptions.  A
character who worries about being late,
who bites their lip when nervous, or who
tells a joke at the wrong moment feels
real. These small behavioural details are
the  fingerprints  of  a  well-crafted

personality.  By  prioritising  personality
over plot convenience, you ensure that
your audience stays invested from the
first  page  to  the  last.  After  all,  people
finish  books  because  they  care  about
who  is  inside  them.

THE FOUNDATION OF A DISTINCT
PERSONALITY

Before  you  start  layering  complexity,
you  need  a  solid  foundation.  Every
personality must start with a clear core
i d e n t i t y .  T h i s  c o r e  a n s w e r s  a
fundamental question: at their simplest
level, who is this person? This does not
mean they are one-dimensional. Rather,
it  means  you,  the  writer,  understand
their  baseline  temperament.  Are  they
naturally optimistic or cynical? Are they
introverted or gregarious? Do they lead



Creating Characters With Personality 3

3

or  follow?  Establishing  this  baseline
gives  you  a  reference  point  for
everything  that  fol lows.  When  a
character acts against their core nature,
it  should  mean  something  significant  in
the story.

Core Traits and
Temperament
Begin by identifying three to five primary
personality traits. These traits should be
specific and actionable. Instead of saying
a character is "nice," choose words like
"generous,"  "patient,"  or  "diplomatic."
Instead of "mean," consider "sarcastic,"
"impatient,"  or  "dismissive."  Specific
traits  create  specific  behaviours.  For
e x a m p l e ,  a  c h a r a c t e r  w h o  i s

fundamentally  "curious"  wil l  ask
questions, explore forbidden spaces, and
challenge authority. A character who is
"cautious"  will  weigh  risks,  hesitate  at
thresholds,  and  advocate  for  safety.
These behavioural patterns become the
building blocks of personality. When you
are  creating  characters  with
personality,  specificity  is  your  greatest
tool.  Broad  labels  produce  broad,
uninteresting  people.  Narrow,  precise
traits  produce  individuals.

The Role of
Backstory in
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Shaping
Personality
Personality  does  not  emerge  from  a
vacuum. Every trait has a root cause in
the character's history. A character who
hoards food may have grown up during a
famine.  A  character  who  avoids
commitment  may  have  witnessed  a
painful divorce. A character who needs
constant  validation  may  have  been
ignored  by  their  parents.  Backstory
provides the psychological foundation for
personality. It explains why someone is
the way they are. However, be careful
not  to  overwhelm  the  reader  with
exposition. Reveal backstory organically,
through action and dialogue, rather than

in large information dumps. A single line
of  dialogue about a childhood incident
can do more to explain personality than
an entire paragraph of narration.
When you construct backstory, focus on
the moments that left a scar or forged a
belief.  These are the formative events
that shape adult behaviour. A character
who  was  betrayed  by  a  friend  will
approach new friendships with suspicion.
A character who saved a life in a crisis
may  deve lop  a  hero ic  sense  o f
responsibility.  These  connections
between past and present give depth to
personality.  They  make  the  character
feel like a real person with a history, not
just a collection of traits assembled for
the story.
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BUILDING CONTRADICTIONS AND
COMPLEXITY

Real  human  beings  are  walk ing
contradictions.  We  are  brave  in  some
situations  and  cowardly  in  others.  We
are generous with our time but stingy
with our money. We preach honesty but
tell small lies to avoid conflict. The most
compelling  characters  reflect  this  same
inconsistency. A character who is always
predictable becomes boring. A character
who surprises us,  even in  small  ways,
becomes  fascinating.  When  you  are
c r e a t i n g  c h a r a c t e r s  w i t h
personality,  contradictions  are  not
flaws  in  your  design.  They  are  signs  of
depth.

Internal Conflicts
as Personality
Drivers
Internal  conflict  is  the  engine  of
character development. It arises when a
character's  traits  clash  with  their
circumstances or with each other. A loyal
soldier who questions the morality of a
command. A loving mother who resents
the  sacrifices  of  parenthood.  A  fearless
explorer  who  is  terrified  of  the  dark.
These internal battles reveal personality
more  effectively  than  any  description
ever could. They force the character to
make difficult choices, and those choices
define  who  they  are.  Readers  connect
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with  characters  who  struggle  because
everyone understands internal conflict. It
is the universal human experience.
To  create  effective  internal  conflict,
identify  two  opposing  traits  or  desires
within the same character. Perhaps your
protagonist  values  independence  but
also craves belonging. Perhaps they are
honest by nature but must lie to protect
someone they love. The tension between
these  competing  drives  creates  a
dynamic  personality  that  evolves  over
the course of the story. As the character
resolves  these  conflicts,  they  grow,  and
their personality shifts in response. This
is the essence of a character arc.

Flaws That Feel
Authentic
Perfect  characters  are  impossible  to
re late  to .  F laws  are  what  make
personalities feel authentic and human.
A  character  without  flaws  is  not  a
person;  it  is  an  ideal.  And  ideals  are
difficult  to  care  about.  When  you  are
designing  a  personality,  give  your
character at least one genuine flaw that
causes  them  trouble.  This  flaw  should
not be a cute quirk like being messy or
forgetful.  It  should be a real weakness
that has consequences. Pride that leads
to  poor  decisions.  Insecurity  that
sabotages  relationships.  Impulsiveness
that  creates  chaos.  These  flaws  make
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the  character  vu lnerab le ,  and
vulnerabil ity  invites  empathy.
Furthermore,  the  flaw  should  be  tied  to
the  character's  core  trait.  A  generous
character might give too much and burn
out.  A  brave  character  might  be
reckless.  A  cautious  character  might
miss  opportunities.  The  flaw  is  the
shadow  side  of  their  strength.  This
connection  between  strength  and
weakness creates a coherent, believable
personality. Readers recognise that the
same  quality  that  makes  a  character
admirable  also  causes  their  struggles.
This  complexity  mirrors  real  life  and
deepens the reader's investment in the
character's journey.

VOICE AND DIALOGUE AS

WINDOWS TO PERSONALITY

One  of  the  most  powerful  tools  for
revealing personality is dialogue. How a
character  speaks  tells  the  reader
volumes  about  who  they  are.  Word
choice,  sentence  length,  rhythm,  and
vocabulary  all  convey  personality.  A
character  who  uses  short,  direct
sentences  may  be  impat ient  or
straightforward. A character who speaks
in  e laborate  metaphors  may  be
thoughtful  or  pretentious.  A  character
who interrupts others may be anxious or
dominant.  Every line of  dialogue is  an
opportunity  to  reinforce  personality
without  stating  it  directly.
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Distinctive
Speech Patterns
When  creating  characters  with
personality, give each major character
a distinctive speech pattern. This does
not  mean  using  dialect  or  accent
markers, although those can be effective
in moderation. It means thinking about
their verbal habits. Do they ask a lot of
questions?  Do  they  use  humour  to
deflect  serious  topics?  Do  they  speak
formally  or  casually?  Do  they  tend  to
ramble  or  get  straight  to  the  point?
These  patterns  become  part  of  their
identity. A character who always says "I
suppose"  instead  of  "yes"  reveals  a
hesitant,  cautious  nature.  A  character

who  uses  absolute  language  l ike
"always" and "never" reveals a dramatic,
all-or-nothing mindset.
Dialogue  also  reveals  personality
through subtext. What a character does
not say is  often as important as what
they say. A character who changes the
subject when asked about their past is
revealing  discomfort.  A  character  who
answers  a  question with  a  question is
revealing  defensiveness.  A  character
who stays silent is revealing something
too. These subtle cues build personality
through  implication  rather  than
exposition. Trust your reader to pick up
on these signals. They are smarter than
you think.
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Action and
Reaction as
Personality

Signifiers
Personality  is  also  revealed  through
action.  How a  character  behaves  in  a
crisis,  how  they  treat  strangers,  how
they react to good news or bad news all
contribute to their identity. A character
who helps an elderly person cross the
street  reveals  a  caring  nature.  A
character  who  ignores  a  crying  child
reveals a self-absorbed nature. Action is
the most direct expression of personality

because  it  bypasses  intention.  A
character might say they are brave, but
it  is  their  behaviour  in  a  dangerous
situation that proves it. When you design
scenes ,  th ink  about  what  each
character's  response  says  about  their
personality. The same event can reveal
completely  different  traits  in  different
characters.
Reactions  to  other  characters  are
especial ly  reveal ing.  Does  your
protagonist  listen patiently to a boring
colleague, or do they interrupt? Do they
offer comfort to a friend in distress, or do
they  offer  solutions?  Do  they  forgive  a
slight easily, or do they hold a grudge?
These interpersonal  behaviours paint a
vivid picture of personality.  They show
the character in relationship to others,
which  is  where  personality  becomes



10

10 Creating Characters With Personality 2023-07-11

most  visible.

SUSTAINING PERSONALITY
ACROSS A NARRATIVE

Consistency is essential when creating
characters  with  personality.  Once
you establish a character's  core traits,
their behaviour should align with those
traits, unless there is a clear reason for
deviation. A character who is established
as cautious should not suddenly become
reckless without a triggering event. That
does  not  mean  they  cannot  grow  or
change. It  means the change must be
earned  and  explained.  Readers  are
sensitive  to  inconsistencies.  If  a
character  acts  out  of  character,  the
reader  feels  a  jolt  of  disbelief.  This
breaks immersion and undermines trust
in the story.

Allowing for
Growth Without
Losing Identity
Characters  should  evolve  over  the
course of a story, but evolution does not
mean transformation into a completely
different person. Growth means that the
character's  core  traits  are  refined,
challenged,  or  expanded.  A  selfish
character  might  learn  generosity,  but
they  will  probably  still  have  selfish
instincts that they consciously override.
A  fearful  character  might  find  courage,
but  they  will  still  feel  fear.  The  old
personality  does  not  disappear.  It  is
integrated  into  a  new,  more  complex



Creating Characters With Personality 11

11

version  of  the  same  person.  This
approach maintains continuity while still
delivering a satisfying character arc.
W h e n  y o u  p l a n  a  c h a r a c t e r ' s
development, think about which trait will
be tested and how it will change. Does
the  character  become  more  confident?
More compassionate? More cynical? The
change should be a direct result of the
events  of  the  story.  It  should  feel
inevitable  in  retrospect.  This  requires
careful  planning.  You  need  to  know
where  the  character  starts  and  where
they  will  end.  The  personality  at  the
beginning and the personality at the end
should  be  recognisable  as  the  same
person,  but  with  meaningful  difference
shaped  by  experience.

PRACTICAL TECHNIQUES FOR
BRINGING CHARACTERS TO LIFE

Theory is useful,  but practice is where
theory  becomes  skill.  Here  are  some
practical  techniques  you  can  use
immediately when creating characters
with personality:

Write a Character Journal:
Spend ten minutes writing a diary
entry from your character's
perspective. Write about a
mundane event, like a bad day at
work or a conflict with a friend.
This exercise forces you to inhabit
their voice and see the world
through their eyes. Pay attention
to their tone, their grievances, and
their private thoughts.
Use a Personality Interview:
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Create a list of questions and
answer them as your character.
Questions like "What is your
greatest fear?" "What makes you
angry?" "What is your most
cherished memory?" These
answers will reveal personality
traits and backstory elements you
might not have considered
otherwise.
Observe Real People: Spend
time in public spaces observing
strangers. Notice their
mannerisms, their speech

patterns, their interactions. Steal
details that feel authentic. A
woman who always checks her
watch. A man who laughs too
loudly. These real-world
observations enrich your
characters with genuine human
behaviour.
Create a Trait Web: List three
core traits for your character.
Then, for each trait, list two
behaviours that express it and one
internal conflict it creates. This
structured approach


