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A Practical Guide to
Meaningful Change

(without
overcomplicating it)

Because your protagonist  shouldn’t
f in ish the story the same person.

S a r a h  W a t e r m a n ,  e d i t o r  &  i n d i e  a u t h o r

How to Use This Workbook
This workbook wil l  help you diagnose,  clarify ,  and strengthen a single
character arc—usually your protagonist ,  but it  works for any major
character .

You do not need:
A whiteboard
Color-coded index cards
An MFA in creative writ ing

You do need:
A completed or mostly completed draft
Honest answers
A wil l ingness to be specif ic

Short answers work best .  I f  you f ind yourself  writ ing paragraphs,  pause.
You’re probably circl ing instead of deciding.



SECTION 1: The Character Snapshot
This  sect ion is  about  grounding yoursel f  in  who this  character  is  on the
page,  not  in  your head.  You’re  not  l ist ing tra i ts  or  backstory yet—you’re
naming the vers ion of  the character  the reader actual ly  meets  at  the
start  of  the story.  A im for  c lar i ty  over  depth.  I f  you can descr ibe this
character ’s  start ing point  in  one c lean sentence,  you’re  a lready ahead of
most  drafts .

Example :  “At  the start  of  the story,  she’s  competent ,  guarded,  and
convinced she doesn’t  need anyone.”

C h a r a c t e r  N a m e : _____________________________________________ 

R o l e  i n  S t o r y  ( c h e c k  o n e ) :
 ☐  Protagonist  ☐  Antagonist  ☐  Major  Support ing ☐  Other

O n e - s e n t e n c e  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  w h o  t h i s  c h a r a c t e r  i s  a t  t h e  s t a r t  o f  t h e
s t o r y  ( n o t  w h a t  t h e y  l o o k  l i k e .  W h o  t h e y  a r e .  W h a t  m a k e s  t h e m
t i c k ) : ____________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

W h a t  p r o b l e m  d o e s  t h i s  c h a r a c t e r  b e l i e v e  t h e y
h a v e ? : ____________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

S n a r k y  n o t e :  “They’re  unhappy”  is  not  a  problem.  Dig  one layer  deeper.
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SECTION 2: Want vs. Need
(The Spine of the Arc)

This  is  the backbone of  the ent ire  arc.  The want  i s  what  dr ives  the plot
forward;  the need  i s  what  dr ives  the change.  They should be related,  but
not  ident ical .  I f  they’re  the same,  the story may st i l l  work—but the
character  probably  won’t  grow much.  Don’t  overthink this .  You’re  not
hunt ing for  the “perfect”  psychological  ins ight—just  the tension between
what  the character  is  chasing and what  they’re  avoiding.

Example :
Want :  “He wants  to  win the promotion.”
Need:  “He needs to  stop ty ing his  worth to  external  approval . ”

D e f i n e  t h e  W a n t
At the start  of  the story,  th is  character  wants :___________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
Why do they bel ieve this  wi l l  solve their  problem?:____________________
_________________________________________________________________

D e f i n e  t h e  N e e d
What this  character  actual ly  needs to  learn,  accept,  or  change:___
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

What  bel ief ,  fear ,  or  l ie  keeps them from this? :__________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

Now,  decide :
☐  Want  and need are c learly  d i f ferent
☐  Want  and need overlap.

I f  they overlap,  f lag  th is  for  revis ion.  They should be c learly  d i f ferent .
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SECTION 3: The Starting Point
(Before)

Here you’re  ident i fy ing the bel ief ,  fear ,  or  assumption that  shapes how
the character  moves through the early  story.  This  bel ief  doesn’t  have to
be art iculated on the page,  but  i t  does need to show up in  their  choices.
I f  you’re  unsure what  the bel ief  is ,  look at  how the character  reacts
under stress  in  the f irst  few chapters .  Patterns reveal  bel iefs .

Example :
Bel ief :  “ I f  I  s tay  quiet  and agreeable,  I  won’t  get  hurt . ”
Result :  The character  avoids  conf l ict  and suppresses  their  needs.

Dominant  bel ief  at  the start  of  the story :____________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

How does this  bel ief  shape their  choices? :___________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

What  coping mechanism do they rely  on?  (avoidance,  control ,  people-
pleasing,  anger,  denial ,  etc .) :_______________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
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SECTION 4: Pressure & Challenge
(The Middle)

Change only  happens when something pushes back.  This  sect ion helps
you ident i fy  what  appl ies  pressure and whether  i t ’s  strong enough to
force growth.  External  events  should direct ly  chal lenge the character ’s
bel ief—not just  inconvenience them.  I f  the pressure never  escalates,  the
arc wi l l  sta l l .

Example :
Pressure :  Being forced into a  leadership role .
Chal lenge:  The character  can no longer  stay inv is ible  without
consequences.

What  external  pressure chal lenges this  character ’s  bel ief? :____________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

Who or  what  forces them to confront  i t? :____________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

How do they res ist  change at  f i rst? :_________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

E d i t o r  r e a l i t y  c h e c k :  I f  nothing ser iously  chal lenges the bel ief ,  the arc
wi l l  sta l l .
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SECTION 5: The Turning Point

This  is  not  about  a  quiet  real izat ion,  i t ’s  about  a  choice.  The turning
point  is  the moment when the character  e i ther  r isks  change or  doubles
down on the bel ief  that ’s  no longer  working.  Look for  the scene where
avoidance becomes more painful  than act ion.  That ’s  usual ly  where the
arc pivots .

Example :
Instead of  staying s i lent ,  the character  speaks up,  knowing i t  may cost
them the relat ionship.

What  moment forces this  character  to  choose di f ferent ly? :____________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

What  do they r isk  by changing? :________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

What  happens i f  they don’t  change? :____________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
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SECTION 6: The End Point (After)

This  sect ion asks  you to prove the arc has  landed.  The change should be
vis ible  through behavior,  not  just  thoughts .  I f  the character  c la ims to be
dif ferent  but  makes the same choices  as  before,  the arc hasn’t  fu l ly
resolved.  You’re  looking for  contrast  between the beginning and the
end.

Example :
Beginning :  Avoids  confrontat ion at  a l l  costs .
End:  Sets  a  boundary,  even when i t  r isks  conf l ict .

By the end of  the story,  th is  character  now bel ieves :__________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

What  do they do di f ferent ly  because of  th is  change? :__________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

What  choice proves the arc has  landed? :_____________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

Now,  Decide :
☐  Act ion ref lects  change
☐  Change is  impl ied but  not  shown (revis ion target)
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SECTION 7: Before / After
Reality Check

This  is  a  blunt  comparison designed to expose fuzzy  arcs .  I f  the “before”
and “after”  answers  feel  interchangeable,  the change may ex ist
conceptual ly  but  not  narrat ively .  That ’s  not  a  fa i lure—it  just  means the
arc needs to  be made more expl ic i t  through act ion.

Tip :  I f  you struggle  here,  revis i t  Sect ions 3  and 6 .  The gap is  usual ly
there.

Early-story vers ion of  th is  character  would :__________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

End-of-story vers ion of  th is  character  now:__________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
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SECTION 8: Arc Stress Test
This  checkl ist  helps  you evaluate whether  the arc is  structural ly  sound,
not  emotional ly  impressive.  You’re  checking for  cause-and-effect ,  not
depth.  A  character  arc works when the plot  requires  the character  to
change—not when the change happens quiet ly  on the s idel ines.Aim for
honest  answers.  Part ia l  “yes”  counts  as  a  “no”  here.

☐  Does the character ’s  want  dr ive  the plot?
☐  Do external  events  force internal  change?
☐  Does the character  make at  least  one di f f icult  choice because of  growth?
☐  I s  the change v is ible  through act ion?
☐  Would the story col lapse without  th is  character ’s  decis ions?

I f  you checked fewer than three “yes”  boxes,  your  arc needs
reinforcement—not replacement.



SECTION 9: Common Arc Red Flags
This  sect ion is  d iagnost ic ,  not  judgmental .  These red f lags  mean the arc
may be underdeveloped or  unevenly  paced.  Each box you check points
to a  speci f ic  revis ion task,  not  a  wholesale  rewrite .

Example :  I f  growth happens only  in  the f inal  chapter,  you may need to
seed smal ler  changes earl ier .

☐  Character  “real izes”  something but  doesn’t  act  on i t
☐  Change happens only  in  the f inal  chapter
☐  Backstory expla ins  behavior  but  is  never  chal lenged
☐  Growth is  impl ied,  not  demonstrated
☐  The plot  happens to the character  instead of  because of  them
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SECTION 10: Final Notes
This  is  your  reminder that  c lar i ty  beats  complexity .  A  strong
character  arc doesn’t  require  constant  introspect ion or  dramatic
speeches—it  requires  pressure,  choice,  and consequence.  I f  the
change is  c lear,  readers  wi l l  feel  i t .  I f  i t ’s  subt le ,  make sure i t ’s  st i l l
v is ib le .

You’re  not  a iming for  perfect ion.  You’re  a iming for  intent ional
change the reader can track.  You don’t  need a  perfect  arc.  You
need a  c lear  one.

Character  change works when:
Pressure is  appl ied
Bel iefs  are chal lenged
Choices  ref lect  growth



A Note From The Editor
I f  you’re  here,  i t  means you care about  your characters—and that
already puts  you ahead of  the game.

Character  arcs  don’t  need to be perfect .  They don’t  need to hit
every beat  on some invis ible  checkl ist .  They need to be intent ional .
Clear  enough that  the reader can feel  the pressure,  see the
change,  and bel ieve the choices  being made.

I f  th is  workbook surfaced gaps,  confusion,  or  uncomfortable
truths  about  your draft ,  that ’s  not  a  fa i lure.  That ’s  the work doing
its  job.  Revis ion isn ’ t  about  proving you’re  good enough to write—
it ’s  about  g iv ing the story you already wrote the c lar i ty  i t  needs to
land the way you intended.

You don’t  need to f ix  everything at  once.  You don’t  need to rewrite
your book from scratch.  You just  need to make a  few del iberate
choices  and let  them r ipple  outward.

Close this  workbook.  Open your manuscript .  F ix  the r ight  th ing
f irst .

You’ve got  th is .
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I f  you found this  workbook helpful  and want  a  complete,  step-by-step system for
revis ing your ent ire  manuscript—from big-picture story issues to  sentence-level  pol ish
—you can f ind i t  in  F i x  t h e  R i g h t  T h i n g  F i r s t ,  my ful l  se l f-revis ion book,  avai lable  on
Amazon,  for  writers  who want  c lar i ty  without  the chaos.  You can also f ind more
revis ion advice,  examples,  and general  snark on Instaram @a3w_editor ia l .

S a r a h  W a t e r m a n
www.a3weditor ia l .com
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