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May your protagonist
always be active!



KEEP YOUR PROTAGONIST IN THE GAME
WITH THE

AGTIVE PROTAGONIST
AGENGCY TREE

Do you have a passive protagonist?

Does stuff keep happening to her? Or happening around her?
Or do you have an active protagonist?
Is she making choices, taking charge, and directing her fate?

How can you be certain your main character is an active protagonist?

Give her agency.
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The Active Protagonist

A passive protagonist is not engaged with her fate, which means she
doesn't drive the story. If her choices don't affect the plot, if the story could
go along just fine without her, she's not special enough to wear the crown
of the main character.

To fix this problem, give your main character the agency she needs to drive
your story forward to its exciting climax.

Agency is all about making choices, taking action, and facing the
conseguences of that action.

Every active protagonist is a free agent: free to make her own choices, free
to screw up, free to shape her own destiny.

The Agency Tree

To ensure your main character is an active protagonist, fill in this simple
diagram of possible choices and consequences for every plot point
through your story--or at least for the plot points that cause you any
hesitation over your character's agency.

Use the Agency Tree as a brain storming tool to discover the strongest
course of action for your character and your plot.

Use the Agency Tree to make sure your protagonist is being given choices
and is making decisions that keep the stakes and tension rising.
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Keeping Your Protagonist in the Game with The Agency Tree

(Read from bottom to top, moving up1
the tree’s trunk toward the climax at

Lthe top. )

(Each black square presents your
protagonist with a situation she
must respond to; that is, she must

Ehoose her next move. )y

(Each colored square offers a choice
your protagonist could make.
Consider each option and decide
which of them is the most
interesting, plot-advancing, stakes-
raising choice she can make.
Advance that option on the Agency

Jree. )

NOTES:

Each time your protagonist
chooses to act, the story is
advanced. The best choice is the
one that most dramatically ups
the stakes and tension.

Each choice has the potential to
take the story in a new direction.

Any time your protagonist asks
for outside help that could slow
the action, it slows the plot and
lowers the stakes.

Any time your protagonist waits
to see what will happen, she is
being a passive protagonist, and
the plot slows.

A key component of agency is
the protagonist shifting her
approach from defense to
offense. Give your protagonist
the opportunity to make that shift.

In your story, you will have all the
knowledge you need to ensure
you, the character, and the
reader see the progression of
action as inevitable within this
story. Your protagonist’s choices
should align with her motivation.

Naturally, it might be best for a
character to do a combination of
possible actions. Claire might tell
her sister to get the police
involved if she doesn’t come
home and pack her pepper spray
kWith her bikini.

S
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Claire cooks breakfast. She’ll
surprise her husband with her
recovery and see how he
reacts.

Claire tells her husband to
radio a doctor and get medical
advice.

Claire tells her sister that if
she doesn’t come back from
the trip, her sister should call
the police and investigate her
husband for murder.

Climactic scene:

Claire confronts her husband.

Claire sits in the cockpit and
watches the dawn, pepper
spray in hand under a blanket.
She’s not going to pretend any
more.

rWhile her husband is asleep, h

-] Claire tries the radio. It's out. |.

She tries to guess where they
are, but she has no idea how
to navigate. She'd be lost at
sea without her husband, but
now she's certain he’s been
eoisoning her. y

rCIaire stops taking the so-
called sea-sickness pills he
brought along for her. She
begins to feel better, but she
@retends to be worsening.

7

Y rSr:xiling is actually fun. Her
husband is romantic and
playful. Claire lets her guard
down, thinking maybe she

was paranoid after all. Then
she becomes ill. She can't
keep anything down. She’s
leeeping all the time. y

rClaire pretends she's excited B
to go. She packs her new
L|;>ikini and her pepper spray. y

Claire calls her sister for
advice and tells her about the
papers.

rCIaire watiches her husband n?
~.] see if he's acting strange. She
is afraid of what he’ll do if he
finds out about her insurance
policy on him. He surprises
her with plane tickets to
Florida and brochure about a
yacht he’s chartered. It’ll be
just the two of them on the
\ocean for a full two weeks.

rClaire takes out a matching
insurance policy on her
husband without his

Lknowledge. y

Claire finds papers in her
husband’s desk for a new life
insurance policy on her. He
forged her signature in order
to take out the policy without
her knowledge.

Claire crawls back into her berth
and waits for her husband to make
a move, hoping that in the
meantime he’ll reveal a second

_ radio and sail them closer to land.

Claire asks her husband to get
them back to civilization.

(Claire refuses to go with him.)

Claire puts them back and
pretends nothing is wrong,
because she wants to trust
her husband.
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Keeping Your Protagonist in the Game with The Agency Tree

(Read from bottom to top, moving up‘
the tree’s trunk toward the climax at

che top. )

(Each black square presents your
protagonist with a situation she
must respond to; that is, she must

Lchoo:-:e her next move. J

(Each colored square offers a choice
your protagonist could make.
Consider each option and decide
which of them is the most
interesting, plot-advancing, stakes-
raising choice she can make.
Advance that option in the Agency

Climactic scene:

Jree. )

(NOTES:

Each time your protagonist
chooses to act, the story is
advanced. The best choice is the
one that most dramatically ups
the stakes and tension.

Each choice has the potential to
take the story in a new direction.

Any time your protagonist asks
for outside help that could reduce
her agency, it lowers the stakes.

Any time your protagonist waits
to see what will happen, she is
being a passive protagonist, and
the plot slows.

A key component of agency is
the protagonist shifting her
approach from defense to
offense. Give your protagonist
the opportunity to make that shift.

In your story, you will have all the
knowledge you need to ensure
you, the character, and the
reader see the progression of
action as inevitable within this
story. Your protagonist’s choices
should align with her motivation.

It may be best for your
protagonist to choose some
combination of possibilities. Make
sure the main choice she acts on
is the one that advances the
story toward its climax in the
\most impactful way possible.

J
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