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Making a Memorable Character in Less than 700 Seconds 
 
Imagine creating a character who feels alive on the page—in about the time it takes 
to hard boil an egg. It may seem like a shortcut or a novelty, but it’s really just a 
focused, efficient method. Many writers assume that crafting a compelling 
character requires endless hours of world-building and a mountain of notes. While 
those approaches can work, there’s another way. If you understand which details 
matter most, you can sketch out a vivid, dynamic character surprisingly quickly. 
Maybe you’re fleshing out a protagonist in an existing plot, developing an 
antagonist to ramp up tension, or introducing a supporting character who quietly 
enriches the story’s heart. Whatever the case, clarity and purpose can guide you to 
a meaningful result. 

Below, you’ll find a straightforward, time-bound roadmap. Each step zeroes in on 
what makes a character memorable: their role in the plot, their defining trait, the 
flaw that humanizes them, the quirks that set them apart, their deepest desires, 
their goals, and the way they’ll grow. By walking through this process, you’ll spend 
just a few focused minutes on each aspect. You’re not guaranteed to create a 
literary icon on your first try, but you will give your character a solid foundation. 
Over time, as you practice, you may find your craft evolving—and one day, those 
characters may linger in readers’ minds long after the last page is turned. 

 

Step 1 (60 seconds): Accept the Plot and Assign Their Role 
Before you pick a character’s eye color or hometown, take a moment—just one 
minute—to figure out where this character fits in your story. Are they your 
protagonist, the center of the narrative who must face the greatest challenges? 
Perhaps they’re the antagonist who exists to oppose the hero’s aims. Or maybe 
they’re a secondary character offering guidance, hindrance, or comic relief. The plot 
might already be in motion, and this character is stepping onto a moving stage. 
Your task is to understand their place in the grand scheme. 
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Example: Let’s say you’re writing a story set aboard a damaged space shuttle 
traveling to a distant station. You’ve got a crew of eight, and you need a protagonist 
who will rise to the occasion. Enter Vernon, the co-pilot. His role? To keep everyone 
alive as systems fail and tensions flare. In your 60 seconds, you decide: Vernon is 
the protagonist, a co-pilot who finds himself caught between authority and disaster. 

 

Step 2 (60 seconds): Create a Defining Trait 
Next, give your character one defining trait that readers will remember. This trait 
acts like a character’s “brand,” the quality that leaps off the page. Think of Sherlock 
Holmes’s intellect or Katniss Everdeen’s fierce protectiveness. Don’t overcomplicate 
it—your goal is to pick a single quality that shapes how they interact with the world. 

Example: Vernon’s defining trait: he’s arrogant. He always thinks he’s right. This 
trait will color his every decision, argument, and victory, making him instantly 
recognizable to readers. 

 

Step 3 (120 seconds): Add a Flaw or Vulnerability 
Now it’s time to humanize your character. Perfect people are uninteresting; what 
pulls us toward characters are their struggles and vulnerabilities. Think of Achilles, a 
nearly invincible warrior undone by pride, or Tyrion Lannister, whose brilliance is 
eclipsed by the constant scorn he endures. You have two minutes to figure out 
what knocks your character down a peg. 

Example: Vernon’s arrogance invites challenges. He has a quick temper and 
becomes snarky and condescending when his authority is questioned. This flaw 
makes him relatable and sets him up for conflict with the crew as they battle an 
external crisis. 
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Step 4 (60 seconds): Add a Unique Detail or Quirk 
A memorable character often has a small, defining quirk—something that isn’t 
pivotal to the plot, but sticks in the reader’s mind. This could be a signature habit, a 
distinctive piece of clothing, or a subtle physical detail. 

Example: Vernon’s quirk is a mechanical right hand. Perhaps it’s a prosthetic he 
rarely discusses, making him self-conscious. This single detail differentiates him 
from any generic “pilot” type and suggests hidden layers in his past. 

 

Step 5 (120 seconds): Anchor Them with a Goal 
Goals are the engine of character motivation. What does your character want, both 
in the short term and long term? Even if they’re not the hero, having clear aims will 
drive them forward and create tension. Harry Potter wants to defeat Voldemort 
(long-term) while protecting his friends (short-term). Walter White wants to secure 
his family’s financial future. Pinpoint the objectives that will guide your character 
through the plot. 

Example: Vernon’s immediate goal is to take charge when something goes wrong 
with the shuttle. Even though he’s only the co-pilot, he believes he knows best, and 
he wants to be the one who saves the day. This sets him at odds with the 
established chain of command and creates dramatic friction. 

 

Step 6 (60 seconds): Identify Their Heart’s Desire 
Underneath their tangible goals lies something deeper—an emotional core. This 
heart’s desire might be acceptance, redemption, love, or validation. It’s what truly 
drives them, even if they don’t admit it out loud. 

Example: Vernon’s deeper craving is to prove his worth. He wants the approval of 
others, to be praised for making the tough call in a crisis. This longing for 
acknowledgment will influence how he reacts to every challenge that arises. 
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Step 7 (60 seconds): Plan for Character Growth 
Memorable characters don’t remain static. By the end of the story, they’ve changed. 
They’ve learned something new about themselves or the world. Think about how 
your character’s flaw and heart’s desire set them up for an arc of transformation. 

Example: Eventually, Vernon must recognize that someone else on the crew has 
the real solution that can save the shuttle. His growth lies in letting go of his need to 
be “the savior” and learning to value others’ input. By the end, he champions 
someone else’s plan, showing that he’s evolved from arrogant know-it-all to a team 
player who can lift others up. 

 

Step 8 (120 seconds): Add a Simple Backstory 
You don’t need a multi-page backstory. Just one defining event can help explain 
why your character is the way they are. Use the simple formula: “Once, [event] 
happened, which made [character] decide [life perspective].” 

Example: “Once, Vernon was the passenger in a car crash when his sister was 
driving. She died, and though he tried, he couldn’t save her. In that moment, he lost 
his hand, and worse, lost his father’s approval, as his father blamed him for not 
preventing the tragedy. Since then, Vernon has strived to always be right, always be 
in control, and never fail again.” This backstory, delivered in a matter of seconds, 
connects his arrogance, his insecurity, and his need for validation. 

 

Step 9 (120 seconds): Create a Dialogue Prompt 
Nothing reveals character quicker than dialogue. Give your character one line in 
response to the prompt “Why did you do that?” This is the final test, where you let 
their voice come through clearly, shaped by all the decisions you’ve made so far. 
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Example: Vernon might say, “Is anyone going to help with this, or do I have to save 
you all myself?” In one sentence, he shows his arrogance, his frustration, and his 
desperate need to be the hero. 

 

Conclusion 
You’ve done it. In under 700 seconds of focused effort, you’ve taken a blank slate 
and created a character with purpose, personality, flaws, quirks, emotional depth, 
and a clear arc of growth. You didn’t need endless hours, just strategic thinking and 
a simple framework. 

Now you know Vernon, the co-pilot on a damaged space shuttle. He’s arrogant, 
easily angered when challenged, self-conscious about his mechanical hand, and 
desperate for approval. He’s got a backstory that explains his controlling nature, 
and by the time the story ends, he’ll have learned to share the spotlight and trust 
others. He’s gone from being just another name on a crew roster to a three-
dimensional individual readers will remember. 

This method applies to any character, not just protagonists. It’s equally effective for 
antagonists who need a grounded motive, or for secondary characters who require 
a memorable presence. By applying these steps—assigning a role in the plot, 
choosing a defining trait, adding a flaw, giving them a unique quirk, anchoring them 
with a goal, identifying their heart’s desire, planning their growth, crafting a bite-
sized backstory, and testing their voice—you ensure that every character you create 
will engage readers. 

So, set your timer, open your notes, and let the ideas flow. Dive into your story’s 
world and meet the character who will shape it. What role will they play, and who 
will they become by the end? With a little focus and a few minutes, you’ll have 
characters that leap off the page and linger in readers’ minds long after they’ve 
finished the last chapter. 

END 
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