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• Characters change because things happen to them.

• The character’s realization of that change may happen after the event when she 
has time to consider what happened, but the change is caused by and begins with 
that life-changing turning point.

• Therefore, character change and the resulting character arc are tied to plot change 
and plot arc.

• Which means that turning points don’t just make the story new and different,  
they make the character new and different.  They are catalyst scenes that 
show the motivation for character change.

THE  IMPACT  OF  TURNING POINTS  ON  
CHARACTER



• The most important thing to remember about turning points 
scenes is that they’re uncomfortable, even painful, for the 
protagonist.

• They evoke emotions within the character at a level she’s never 
experienced before.

• It takes great passion—fear, love, hate, rage—to change a 
character, and passion is never comfortable or easy.  

• Your turning points must spark that passion in your protagonist in 
order to force her to change.



BEFORE THE STORY STARTS . . . 

• The protagonist is in a stable situation.  
She may not be happy, she may be in 
trouble, but she’s not actively in 
conflict with anyone. 

• Therefore, her character is stable, too.  
She knows who she is and how she’ll 
act in any given situation. 



THE BEGINNING  
IS THE BEGINNING OF CHARACTER CHANGE

• The story begins when the antagonist enters, 
and the protagonist is pushed in a new 
direction, from stability to fear and uncertainty.

• Her ideas of how the world works and her 
place in it are challenged.   More than that, her 
ideas of who she is and how she’ll behave  
are challenged.  She begins to  
contemplate doing things  
she’s always thought she’d  
never do.



THE SETBACK 
MORE CHARACTER CHANGE

• The first turning point is the first place in the story where the 
actions of the antagonist force the protagonist to do things she’s 
never done before to get her goal.

• She moves from “I would never do that” to “I must do that,” and in 
so doing she crosses a boundary that has defined her as a person. 

• Once she crosses that boundary, she changes; she’s not 
the person she was before.  She’s more fearful, less 
fearful, stronger, weaker, smarter, more daring, more 
duplicitous, more criminal, whatever, but she’s definitely 
different, and it’s a permanent change.



THE POINT OF NO RETURN  
IRREVERSIBLE CHARACTER CHANGE

• The Point of No Return is the midpoint of the protagonist’s 
character arc.  

• She’s been pushed so far, she’s done so many things she 
wouldn’t have done before, and now she’s being pushed even 
farther, becoming a person she hardly recognizes.   

• Because this midpoint change is so radical,  
it means she can’t go back to being the person  
she was before.  That person is gone forever. 
The conflict and the struggle have transformed her.



THE CRISIS  
DESTRUCTION OF CHARACTER

• At the Crisis point, all is lost.  The antagonist is 
triumphant and the protagonist is in hell  
(that is, she’s at her lowest point, defeated).

• Her choices are give up and die (in which case the 
story is over and the antagonist wins),  
or change again so she can rise again,  
a phoenix from the ashes, transformed by the  
struggle of the crisis point.



THE CLIMAX  
FINAL TEST OF CHARACTER CHANGE

• The Climax is the make-it-or-break-it moment 
for the protagonist and the antagonist, the last 
battle that decides the story.  It’s called the 
Obligatory Scene because the reader needs to 
see that face-to-face final battle for catharsis.

• The climax turns the story again, this time from 
chaos into a new stability, and in doing so, 
changes the protagonist from a fighter to a 
stable person again, albeit very different from 
the stable person she was in the beginning.



1. Identify the stable worlds before and after the story: Are they different?  
Do they show the protagonist’s arc/change over the course of the story?   

2. Identify the turning points within your story: Can you see a clear 
character change at each point, tied to the action that causes it?   

3. Trace the escalation of those characters changes:  Do your protagonist’s 
changes escalate along with the plot, growing bigger with each turning point?  Is 
there a clear continuity to the arc?   

4. Look at the protagonist’s arc over the course of the story:  Do the 
scenes between the turning points continue to show the character’s growth and 
change?

HOW  TO  USE  TURNING  POINTS  
TO  REVISE  CHARACTER  ARC



• Character is Action: We are what we do.

• Character drives Action: We do what we 
do because of who we are.

• Action changes Character:  We become 
who we are because of what we have done.

CHARACTER & ACTION  
(AKA TURNING POINTS)



Therefore, we can arc  
character change in our stories 

through our turning points.

Or . . .
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