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Preface

For both of us, our first experience of seeing a movie at a theater was Walt Disney’s Dumbo. These events happened roughly twelve years and five thousand miles apart, but like many people, our first taste of cinematic entertainment was an animated movie. Most of us grow up watching animation. We can all remember our favorite TV cartoons from when we were young. For Laura, it was The Flintstones and for Paul it was Wacky Races and Hong Kong Phooey. It’s clear that animation dominates our early years, so it’s not surprising that most people have a nostalgia for those shows. Many a conversation at social events ends up with people talking about their favorite childhood animation—sometimes even specific episodes. “The one where Fred and Barney start up their own drive-in restaurant without telling their wives” and “the one where Hong Kong Phooey faces the evil magician.” The memories and the joy of reminiscing about them never fails to bind us together with laughter and joy.

We have now been writing animation for so long that we meet people who watched our shows when they were children. Some of them now have children of their own and they too watch our shows. Those same families go to see all the latest animated movies. There are also now a variety of hugely successful animated TV shows for an adult audience, some of which have a massive cult following. Animation is everywhere.

On one level, you could say (and some people do) that it’s just “cartoons” but read any book about animators and you will realize how much time, love, and creativity goes into an animation, which is why it can affect us deeply. This is why we love our job. We feel privileged to have a career writing shows and films that people love and remember. 

We’re not saying it’s always been easy. There are very few books or courses aimed specifically at how to write great animation, so we have had to study writing from a variety of forms—including novels, plays, songwriting, comedy, and movies. When we applied the principles we learned to animation, we found that some were helpful, but many were not. So, over the years, through trial and error, we have developed a lot of systems and practices that have helped us.

As our careers developed and we became head writers working with other writers, we found people asking us how we know this “stuff” and whether there is a book they can read. We would have to tell them that no it didn’t come from a book, that we worked it out for ourselves. Then came the suggestion that we should write a book. And that’s what you have here. This is a manual of all the most valued principles that we use as part of our job in writing for animation, and they actually work, whether you want to write a two-minute short or a feature film. 

A new generation of animators, directors, and writers are pouring into the industry and we want to watch the programs and the movies they make. We would like that generation to benefit from our experience, not because they won’t do it without help—they will—but because we can save them time. If you absorb the principles in this book, you won’t have to go through the same trial and error and the pain of falling flat on your face as many times as we have. We can’t wait to see what you create.


Foreword

As a producer and creative executive, I spend a great deal of time talking about animation scripts. Much of this discussion is about the demands of animation and live action and how they differ. I’ve often wished I had a good reference to share on the subject, but it hasn’t existed. Until now. 

My first job in animation was as the production office receptionist at Warner Bros. Animation. Between greeting guests and answering phones, I typed recording scripts for the Voice-Over department. The task (on a manual typewriter, no less) was to create a dialogue-only version for the actors by eliminating all scene descriptions and stage directions. As a recently graduated theater and film student, I was unaccustomed to reading elaborate, specific descriptions of blocking and physical comedy. In contrast to playwrights and screenwriters, the animation writers were unencumbered by the constraints of time, space, and physics. Their imaginations ran free. They could conjure anything and everything and did so with sensational comedic chops. I fell in love with the medium. I was young and inexperienced enough to be confident I could simply dive in and write for animation, too. These were cartoons—kids’ stuff—how hard could it be? 

I still have the pages of ideas I submitted to a story editor who was willing to indulge me. More importantly, I have the notes he generously returned to me. While constructive, supportive, and encouraging, they basically translate to, “Don’t call us, we’ll call you.” Turns out playful, precise, character-driven animated comedy is not as easy as it looks. How did the writers make it seem so effortless? I resolved to read every book in print about animation writing and, like Wile E. Coyote, I hit a wall. I couldn’t find a single book on the subject. Plan B was to pester the writers with questions, read more scripts, and watch even more animation. That education evolved into my career. Lucky me. 

The volume and variety of animation has exploded since then. Technology transforms the medium almost daily. Publishers have kept pace, and there are now many titles covering animation art, production, even how to develop animation-specific ideas. However, books dedicated to the nuts-and-bolts process of animation writing remain scarce. Explaining it may be as elusive as doing it well. All of which adds up to Writing for Animation being a rare book. It is an invaluable resource for writers wrestling with the not-at-all effortless task of creating effortless scripts. It’s exactly the book I was looking for all those years ago. 

Beyond the scarcity of books of its kind, this one is also rare because animation writers of Laura Beaumont and Paul Larson’s caliber are few. They are among the most talented and prolific in the field. Working with them is a joy. Their scripts reflect their skill and passion, as does their book. Like master magicians revealing the secrets behind mystifying illusions, Paul and Laura draw back the curtain to offer a virtuosic instruction manual. Lucky you. Lucky us. 

By Christopher Keenan, 
Producer, Executive, and sometimes Writer.
(Credits include Barbie, Scooby-Doo, Masters of the Universe, Tom and Jerry, and Thomas and Friends.)
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Chapter 1

Why Animation?

A lot of writers will tell you that you cannot learn to write; it is a gift you either have or you don’t. There is a small element of truth in that; some writers have more natural ability than others but everyone can get better. Everyone can learn principles of structure and dialogue, and they can learn to apply elements of drama and comedy that will make their stories better. That’s what we aim to do here, but before we get into the nuts and bolts of how to make your scripts great, we need to have a reality check.

The Business of Animation

Animation is expensive. It doesn’t need to be; it is now possible to create animations on your phone using paper cutouts for next to nothing, but animation as you would see it on TV or at the movie theater is costly to make. At the time of writing, the cheapest form of computer-generated imagery (CGI) animation costs around $15,000 a minute to make. A good one can cost upward of $50,000 a minute. To get a rough idea of a series budget, let’s take the lower number of $15,000 per minute. If it’s a ten-minute episode, the body of the episode will be around nine-minutes long, giving us a cost of $135,000 per episode. If you’re making a series of twenty-six episodes, you then need to multiply that number by twenty-six. That’s a lot of money. Your idea for that quirky new cartoon series about a robotic samurai is in fact a multimillion-dollar business proposal. 

To illustrate further, moving out of the world of animation for a moment, we are going to look at a show called Shark Tank (Dragon’s Den in some territories). In this show, members of the public are given the opportunity to pitch business ideas to successful entrepreneurs, or “Sharks,” in the hope of finding an investor. There are a lot of bad ideas on the show, but there are quite a few ideas that seem like good ones too. But when you watch it, it’s amazing how often the ideas that seem good suddenly start to fall apart under the scrutiny of the “Sharks.” The idea might be innovative but the numbers don’t add up; it might be the best-tasting jelly that’s ever been invented but the branding is all wrong. Sometimes the person making their pitch has done everything right, that is, the accounts add up and the marketing plan is perfect, but it turns out that someone has already started something just like it and is six months ahead. The list of the ways that these business ideas can fall apart seems endless. These top entrepreneurs know what they’re looking for and know how many different ways a business can fail. But how does this apply to you as a writer of animation?

Most companies that make animated shows either have a lot of money or know investors that have a lot of money. People and companies with lots of money don’t tend to keep lots of money if they take too many risks. Now, what if we told you that the way to see your ideas and stories come to life on the screen is as simple as making people feel more comfortable about the risk they are taking? The more comfortable you make people feel, the more stories you’ll get to write. And that’s what this book is about. That doesn’t mean this is a checklist on how to project the right body language and say the right buzzwords. This is about bullet proofing your ideas. It’s about the fundamentals of what you need to do to give the industry (and your audience) what they want, at the same time as allowing yourself to be creative.

But, how do you make the decision-makers feel comfortable about choosing your project?

Master the Craft of Writing

Writing animation requires a complex and unique set of skills. To start with, you need to be able to think visually and process your ideas into a series of shots, you need to write dialogue that is both energetic and true to character, and you need to be able to think in terms of dramatic structure. In short, you need to be both technical and creative and, depending on your chosen genre, you may need to be funny too. This may sound daunting, but the truth is that no one is great at all of those things (if they were, Toy Story wouldn’t have four writers on the credits), but we can all improve our weak areas and get even stronger at our strong ones.

But how do you master the craft of writing? Well, we’re going to give you lots of tools that will help you. These tools will make your stories better, and the more tools you master using, the more accomplished you will become as a writer.

Tools Not Rules

There are no rules in writing. Although some people will tell you that there are. Some will tell you that they know the golden rule that you must stick to, the one thing that you must always do when writing a script. This simply is not true. For every rule that someone comes up with, you can find a successful story that breaks that rule. So, we’ve come up with a toolbox rather than a rulebook. Now, it’s important to remember that some tools are more helpful and should be used more often than others. If you’re a cabinetmaker, you probably use a saw on pretty much every job you do, but you might use needle-nosed pliers only occasionally. So, we’ll be recommending that you use some of these tools in pretty much every story, while others you might only use if you feel like your story is “lacking in something.”

It is important to note here that while there are no rules in writing, most shows do have their own format that make them successful—we’ll be covering that in Chapter 20. These formats are the “rules” for those shows, but there is no one set of rules that apply to all stories or shows. 

Why Animation?

In theory, you could make any TV show as an animated series if you wanted to. But then why are Breaking Bad and Friends live action? And why were Tom and Jerry and Bugs Bunny animated? The answers might seem obvious, but we need to break this down to the fundamentals so that your stories always have a strong foundation. Laura once sat in a meeting where a creative with a series idea was pitching his concept to a producer. Part of the conversation went something like this.

                                             PRODUCER

 I love the show idea, but why is 

 it animated?

                                             CREATIVE

 Because it’s for kids.

                                             PRODUCER

 No, I mean why would you animate 

 this show? It would work just as 

 well if it was live action. Kids 

 watch live action too.

                                             CREATIVE

 I just think it should be 

 animated.

                                             PRODUCER

 Ummm . . . Let me put it this way . . . 

 This isn’t an animated show.

                                             CREATIVE

 It is, I’ve drawn the 

 Characters . . .

This went on for some time, but hopefully you get the picture. Just to be clear—that show didn’t get made. But also to be clear, the person with the idea didn’t understand why that show shouldn’t be animated and neither did Laura. We had to make quite a few mistakes of our own before our point of view switched from “that producer is wrong” to “I get it, I know the changes we need to make if it’s going to be animated.” So, it’s time to open our toolbox and start tinkering about with the nuts and bolts of animation.

There are three main reasons why a TV show should be animated. These are not in order of priority, and the reason can be any one or a combination of all three.

Fantasy

Let’s start with Tom and Jerry. Imagine you’re Hanna and Barbera and you’ve just come up with this idea. There’s a cat that’s trying to catch a mouse and the mouse is always one step ahead of him. You’ve got great ideas for slapstick comedy and exciting action sequences and you can’t wait to get started. So, why are you going to make it animation? Is it possible to do a live action version of the show?

You could get an animal training school to train some cats and mice and then film it with a real cat and mouse. The best we can say about that idea is “good luck with that!” Or maybe, you could get two actors who are good at physical comedy, put one in a cat costume and one in a mouse costume, build some giant props, and you’re away. But would that look as good as the Hanna Barbera animation? We doubt it. What if we make it that the characters are not a cat and a mouse but two people who don’t like each other? Someone who is big and aggressive chasing around someone who is small, smart, and agile. Well, that might work, but you would lose all the incredible sequences that rely on the cat and mouse scale. If you disagree, just watch the pool table sequence in Cue Ball Cat. On top of that, you’d also lose the legacy of cat and mouse conflict, you don’t need to explain why Tom and Jerry hate each other; we already know that cats and mice don’t get along.

We put it to you that in the case of Tom and Jerry the fantasy of two animal adversaries with some cat and mouse traits and some human traits was best realized as an animation series. The fact that everything was a sequence of drawn pictures allowed the freedom to create scenes that would be difficult to recreate in the real world.

There are a number of ways in which fantasy makes animation your best choice of medium. We’ve just talked about one but the possibilities are endless. Think about Bugs Bunny, Adventure Time, and Frozen. Why are each of those animated? And once you’ve thought about those, we want you to think a little harder. We want you to really get this stuff and take it on board, and the best way to do that is to think about it, ponder, explore, and get stuck in. 

Thinky Time #1

We tried to come up with a scholarly name for these exercises, but hey, you’re going to be an animation writer, you have to get used to “silly.”

You’re now going to come up with some ideas for your very own animated TV show. Yes, you’re in the first chapter, and you are already going to create your own show idea. We’re going to do this by taking a live-action TV series and giving it a fantasy twist. Think about The Flintstones; it’s like a family sitcom in a caveman world. Top Cat is The Phil Silvers Show with alley cats. What about Scooby-Doo, Where Are You!? A mystery horror comedy with a talking dog. Now, what if you took Downton Abbey and made all the characters mice? What would happen if you set Blue Bloods in a beehive? 

Now try some yourself. You’re going to start by making two lists. First, on the left side of your piece of paper, write down some TV shows. Then, on the right side, write down some ways you could give it a fantasy twist. We’ll give you four of each to kick things off, but try and come up with at least ten.




	Schitt’s Creek

	 in Santa’s Workshop




	The Mandalorian

		 in Medieval Times




	The X Factor

		 in a Vegetable Patch




	Shameless

		 in an Aquarium






When you have completed your lists, it’s time to mix and match. Try putting different combinations of right and left together. What would The X Factor in medieval times look like? Just run through them in your head and see if any two that you put together make you laugh or excited. This may sound very simplistic, but you’d be surprised by how many times this kicks off a good idea. And it also works with movies. Have you ever seen Chicken Run? It’s like The Great Escape set in a chicken coop. Oliver and Company is Oliver Twist with dogs.

Some of the ideas this exercise generates might not be great, you might also realize that the idea that you’ve come up with already exists. That doesn’t matter. The whole point is to start thinking about what makes good animation. But, you might have hit on an idea that you really like, and if you have, we don’t want you to waste it. Write it down and keep it somewhere; you might decide to develop it later. 

Next, we’re going to go on to talk about fantasy’s not-so-distant cousin. 

Hyper-reality

Hyper-reality is a little like fantasy, but for the purposes of understanding animation we need to make a distinction between the two. Fantasy would be a TV series about a talking sponge who lives in a pineapple; it has no basis in reality. Hyper-reality is when that talking sponge can cook 100 crab patties in just a few seconds. Take Scooby-Doo. A talking dog is fantasy, but squeezing a five-foot-high sandwich into one mouthful is hyper-reality. It’s kind of real, but hyper.

Fantasy and hyper-reality often exist side by side; many fantasy shows also have hyper-reality in them, but they don’t always. Take Dinotrux. If you’ve never seen it, take a moment and watch an episode. Dinotrux is packed full of fantasy; all the machines have personalities and can talk. This has no basis in reality. The rest of the show is grounded in a very real world. There are no extreme sound effects and no eyes popping out on stalks; the mechanics of the Dinotrux world is for the most part based on reality.

Let’s talk about The Simpsons. When Mr. Burns built a device that blocked out the sun, that was fantasy. But when Homer fell off a cliff and hit every rock on the way down, it didn’t kill him, it just really hurt—that’s hyper-reality. Have you ever seen the episode where Sideshow Bob stands on rake after rake, each one springing up and hitting him in the face? That is definitely hyper-reality. How do we know that? When Paul was a kid, he’d seen cartoon characters stepping on rakes quite a few times and wondered if they did spring up like they did on TV. Then one day he was playing in the garden and there was a rake on the ground, so he decided to test it. Just gently in case it really did hurt. It turns out, that it’s quite difficult to do gently and it does hurt. Seriously, don’t try that one at home. We know that there is no way Sideshow Bob would still be standing after stepping on that many rakes in a row. The action of standing on the rake is real, the fact that it flies up and hits him in the face is real, but the fact that Sideshow Bob goes on to do it about seventeen more times and it doesn’t crack his skull, that’s hyper-reality.

You may have noticed that a lot of this hyper-reality is very visual. That is a key point. Animation is a very visual medium and perhaps is more related to the movies of Buster Keaton and Charlie Chaplin than it is to many modern TV programs that have more dialogue. Don’t get us wrong, animation has great dialogue—the silent era finished a long time ago—but visual humor is a big part of animation and hyper-reality. 

Thinky Time #2

Okay, so now you’re going to watch some TV. One of the great things about this job is that you get to watch cartoons and it counts as actual work. So, choose an episode of an animated TV series. You can do this with a movie too, but an episode is quicker. Now as you watch it, we want you to think about the hyper-reality used in the animation you are watching. Which parts are fantasy and which parts are hyper-reality? How extreme are the levels of hyper-reality? Different shows will have more or less, depending on the style of the show.

Sometimes the line between hyper-reality and fantasy is blurred, so you may not be able to put everything into a clear category. That’s okay. We just want you to think about why stories should be animated instead of live action.

Now this exercise won’t give you an idea for a whole show or movie like the last one, but this is more useful than it first appears. Being able to analyze the style of a show is very important, and we’ll be talking more about that in Chapter 20. But just so you know, we promise that we won’t give you any exercises to do that aren’t really helpful—so they’re all worth doing! And hopefully they’re quite fun too.

Money

You may have noticed a slight flaw in our logic in the last two sections. You can film fantasy and hyper-reality without using animation. So now we’re going to look at the exceptions to the rule. Let’s go back to The Flintstones. That has been made into a live-action movie. What about Home Alone? That movie is jam packed with hyper-real animation-type moments, and it’s not animated. But there is an element that comes into play with all movies and TV shows, and animation is not exempt. And that’s money.

We’ve already told you that animation is expensive to make, so let’s have a look at one particular show to illustrate how budget can influence a decision to animate a show.

Have you seen Futurama? You could make that show in live action if you had a huge budget and you really wanted to, but what are the practicalities? Models of futuristic cityscapes can be constructed, giant spaceship sets can be built on huge stages, aliens and mutants can be achieved with prosthetic makeup, and slapstick action scenes can be performed by stuntmen. You also have to make twenty-six half-hour episodes in a year. That’s a lot. And it’s just cheaper, and often quicker, to draw the images and move them about inside a computer.

You don’t need to know the complexities of budgeting an animated series or movie; we’re writers not production accountants. It just helps if you’re aware of it. What we don’t want is for you to put your heart and soul into an idea, then when you get to pitch it to a producer they say those words, “this isn’t an animated show.” We want you to be more professional than that—and you already are. But just to hammer the point home, do the following exercise.

Thinky Time #3

Remember that episode you watched for Thinky Time #2? We want you to think about these questions: 

	1.	Which scenes would be really tricky to film in live action? If you were a director and you had to film those scenes, how would you do them? 

	2.	How big would some of the sets have to be if it was a live-action show? 

	3.	And finally, does it just look better animated?

A Brief Word about Visual Style

A thought that might be crossing your mind, and that we haven’t covered yet, is, what about visual style? Surely just how great it looks is a good reason to animate something? And our response to that is, absolutely yes! Ultimately, some things will just look better in animation. Sometimes it’s not about money or logic, it’s about creativity. It’s about just how gorgeous it looks. Some animations are animated, not because of the financial reasons, but because of their aesthetic. Both Persepolis and Ethel & Ernest could have been filmed as live action, but you would have lost the unique vision of the artists who created them.

That very same unique vision is what makes animation so diverse. It allows us to produce something as sweet and endearing as Peppa Pig (Figure 1) to something as subversive as BoJack Horseman (Figure 2). You can make something that looks as simple as Adventure Time (Figure 3) or as rich and complex as The Triplets of Belleville (Figure 4). There is nothing like animation to whisk you into a world of fantasy and wonder. Sometimes animation is just the best.
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Figure 1 
Peppa Pig, “The Quarrel”, June 7, 2007.
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Figure 2 
BoJack Horseman, “The BoJack Horseman Story, Chapter One”, August 22, 2014.
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Figure 3 
Adventure Time, “Slumber Party Panic”, April 5, 2010.
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Figure 4 
The Triplets of Belleville, August 29, 2003.


How to Get the Most Out of This Book

If you’re going to write (or work in) the animation industry, you’re going to need to watch a lot of animation. You will need to keep up to date with the latest releases, partly so you know what the current trends are, both in style and in content. If you want to work in animated comedy, you will need to know about Family Guy, Rick and Morty, and Bob’s Burgers, but if you’re more interested in features you will need to keep up to date with the production slate of DreamWorks, Disney/Pixar, Studio Ghibli, Laika, and Sony. 

Another reason for absorbing as much animation as possible is so that you can see how technology is developing. When we first started working in CGI, we had to avoid stories that involved characters interacting directly with water because it was so difficult to animate, but now technology has moved on and it has become easier. It would have been much harder to get the greenlight for a movie like Moana (Figure 5) in 2006 than it was in 2016. Similarly, in the movie Sing, we see the theater being destroyed by a flood (Figure 6). We suspect that ten years before this, budget and animation difficulties would have meant that the writers would have been forced to come up with a different way to destroy the theater. At the time of writing, crowd scenes are time consuming (and therefore expensive) to animate (especially in CGI and stop-motion) so need to be kept to a minimum. If you are working on a high-budget blockbuster, then the production will probably accommodate this. But scenes like we see at the end of Hotel Transylvania 2 (Figure 7) need to be kept to a minimum. It would seem though, that it is just a question of time before developments in software make this cheaper and easier to create. 
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Figure 5 
Moana, November 14, 2016.
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Figure 6 
Sing, December 3, 2016.
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Figure 7 
Hotel Transylvania 2, September 25, 2015.
 
Throughout this book we will be using lots of examples from animated TV series and movies. There is so much animation out there, it will be impossible to keep up with everything, and chances are we will be using some examples of projects you have might not have heard of. That’s okay. Where necessary we will provide you with all the information you need to understand the examples when you get to them. In some cases, you might want to run an internet search so that you know a bit more about the project and in others you might want to watch the whole thing. There are also a few movies that will be helpful to watch as you are reading; this will depend on the chapters you are finding most helpful, but in particul
ar we would recommend Zootopia and Shrek.

You will notice that a lot of examples we use are from animated features. That doesn’t mean that this book is just for those who want to write an animated feature—although it does fulfill that role. We use those examples for three reasons: 

	1.	These features are familiar to a lot of people and are easy to access if you want to watch them. 

	2.	Many of the principles used in writing an animated feature are the same in TV and even in a two-minute independent short, so most can be applied to whatever form of animated storytelling you are interested in. 

	3.	Writers of successful animated features tend to be the very best at what they do, so they make great examples.

Bonus Material


Throughout the book, there are various sections titled “Bonus Material.” They appear in the same format as this insert, and they contain advice that we feel needs special emphasis. 

Brilliant! We’ve made a great start and you’re on your way to being a top-class animation writer. Now it’s time to get stuck in with one of the most powerful tools at your disposal.


Chapter 2

Goals

This is a short chapter. But the information here comes up again in other parts of the book, so it’s important to understand. 

Goals drive stories. Great goals make great stories. Whether it’s Macbeth aiming to be king or Doc McStuffins trying to fix a teddy bear. It is hard to write a story without characters having goals. There have been great movies that are not entirely goal driven, the recent Joker movie being a perfect example, but it is hard to think of a successful animation that does not use goals to drive the story. But what are goals and how do we use them most effectively? 

To answer that, we want to take you into a different world for a moment. The world of motivational speaking and positive thinking seminars. There are all kinds of seminars you can go on; they usually have words like “excellence” or “power” in the title. They often take place in big hotels or conference centers and have whiteboards and PowerPoint presentations. A rock song might play as the speaker struts out and tells you how to improve your life. We know about these because in a former life Paul went to most of them. Now, there is one thing that most of these courses have in common—they talk about goals. And the goals that you give your characters will work in a very similar way to the goals that you learn at these seminars. You can learn a lot about goals by going on one of these courses, fortunately you don’t have to. We’re going to tell you all the bits you need to know for your script right here. 

First, let’s go back to the motivational seminar for a moment. Often the kind of goal these courses promote is how to earn a certain amount of money, say a million dollars, or to land the job as the chief executive officer (CEO) in a big company. Maybe it could be to sell a certain number of phone contracts. These could all work as the character’s goal in an animated movie. Usually those goals are a little more off the wall than that, but just to highlight the point, a story about a honeybee who is trying to usurp the Queen and be the CEO of the hive might make a great movie. We will come back later to the reasons why that might work, after we’ve talked about the fundamentals of goals in storytelling.

There are three things that make a goal work in a story, and we’re going to examine them one at a time. 

1 Goals Require Desire and Action 

A goal is something that a character wants. Whether it’s Charlie Brown trying to get the Little Red-Haired Girl to notice him or Elastigirl trying to save the world, these are things that the character wants. But they don’t just want them, they set out to get them. A goal with no action or pursuit by the character is just a thought, and a thought on its own does not give us a story. What would happen in the movie if Marlin didn’t set off to find Nemo? We suspect that a movie about a fish that was depressed about the loss of his son and did nothing to rectify the situation would have flopped at the box office. 

Your character has to want the goal badly enough to spring into action. The more your character wants to achieve the goal, the better your story will be. It’s almost like a law of storytelling:


The greater your character’s desire, the more dramatic your story will be if it’s a drama 

or the funnier your story will be if it’s a comedy.

If your character just wants to be a king a little bit, that’s kind of interesting, but look at Simba in The Lion King. Scar killed his dad, took his kingdom, and is now destroying it, Simba desperately wants to rule the pride and make things right again. One of the best examples of strong desire comes in the movie Moana. The central character, Moana, has the goal of returning the “heart” to Te Fiti. Moana knows this will be a perilous quest, so why does she set out to achieve this goal? First, there is a coconut blight on her island, then the fishermen can’t find any fish, then she discovers that there is a “darkness” that is draining the life from the island, and then she discovers that the ocean has chosen her for this quest. This might seem like a lot of good reasons to achieve this goal, but she is still resistant. But then, you have her grandmother’s dying words when she tells Moana “you must.” Now, there are enough reasons for her to go and, as an audience, we really want her to achieve her goal. 

2 Goals Are Specific 

There is more to a good goal than it just being something a character wants. A good goal also has to be specific. Marlin doesn’t want to find just any young fish; he wants to find Nemo. Simba doesn’t want to be ruler of any bunch of lions, he wants to take his place as the ruler of the Pride Lands. When you write, the more specific you become, the better your story gets. So, make your characters’ goals specific.

Now we’re going to drill down into this a bit more. A good way to make a goal specific is to make it “tickable.” Now “tickable” isn’t a real word (at least it’s not in the dictionary at time of writing), what we mean is that if your character were to write his goal down on a piece of paper, he would know when he could tick it off as achieved. Stick with us on this one, because getting this right can mean the difference between a great script and one that is constantly rewritten because it doesn’t quite work. 

Let’s go back to the motivational seminar again. The person doing the presentation has got everyone to write down their goals. Invariably, a few people will have put down something like “to be happy” as their top goal. Which sounds great, but it’s not specific enough. Most motivational coaches will tell you that you need to be more specific than that. Chasing happiness is a very vague activity and can send people to the Himalayas in search of themselves. What is it that’s going to make you happy? Is it a Ferrari? A million dollars? To be a real live boy? You can’t tick “being happy”; it’s a state of mind that comes and goes. Your character might end up living happily ever after, but what was the “tickable” goal that led to that moment? 

In Toy Story, Woody wants to be Andy’s favorite toy, but then Buzz turns up and seems to ruin that for him. We could state that Woody’s goal is to be Andy’s favorite toy, it’s something he wants, and it’s kind of specific. But how would Woody know he could tick that off on his piece of paper? Like happiness, it is a tran
sient thing. It can change. Andy could state at the end that “you’re my favorite toy ever” and then maybe he could tick it off, but what if Andy’s mum gets him the latest X-Box for Christmas? Woody might be erasing that tick.

So how do we make it more specific? We make it physical. Something concrete that everyone can see. Animation is a visual medium, and being able to see the goal achieved, something tangible, makes the story stronger. In Toy Story, Woody’s tickable goal is to get Buzz back to Andy after they get left at the gas station. That is specific and tickable, and we can see when that has happened. In Beauty and the Beast, the Beast doesn’t just want to learn to love another and earn their love in return. No, he wants to do it so he can become human again and we see that happen. Great, I’m a human; I can tick that box now. And then he does live happily ever after.

3 Goals Have a Time Frame

Meanwhile, back at the motivational seminar, the course leader has finally got everyone to cross out “be happy” from their goals list and come up with something more specific. He’s made them think of a ton of reasons to achieve their goal so now they really want it. The next thing we need is to give that goal a time frame. There’s a big difference between earning a million dollars over the course of a lifetime and earning a million dollars in the next year. So, we put a date on achieving our goals. The Beast doesn’t just need to earn the love of another, he has to do it before his twenty-first birthday. In Cars, Lightning McQueen is desperate to escape Radiator Springs and get to California, but it has to be in time for the Piston Cup tie-breaker race.

In a story, we don’t always know the time frame from the beginning, but the better stories introduce one at some point. This is often called the “ticking clock” or a “time lock.” Sometimes the time frame changes throughout the story—usually getting shorter to increase the tension. 

Goals in Summary

So, we know that our character must deeply desire their goal. It has to be specific, physical, and tickable. It’s also better if it has a deadline. Now, let’s go back to the idea that we talked about earlier in this chapter again: the honeybee who wants to usurp the Queen and become the CEO of the beehive. That’s an idea that is less than one line long, but it just seems to work. Why? Because that one line tells us something very specific that our character wants and we can picture what that would look like when they achieve it. That picture will be different for each person as we don’t have all the story details yet, but most of us will imagine something. That is the power of a goal in storytelling. 

Thinky Time #4

We know specifically what our honeybee wants to achieve, but now we want you to think more about the other aspects of the goal. Why does he want to become the CEO of the hive? Is he selfish and wants to control the honey supply in the area? Does he think it will be an easy life? Is the Queen evil and oppressing the other honeybees? And what is the time frame? Why does the goal have to be achieved by a set time? 

	1)	Write down five reasons that our honeybee might want to achieve this goal.

	2)	Write down five reasons for the goal to be achieved within a particular time frame.

 3) Decide which combination of your answers you like the most and see how that plays out as a story in your head.
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