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A compelling protagonist always has a goal. Your protagonist will have a purpose at the
beginning of the story—something they want to happen, or something they don’t want
to happen. Your character will also have motivation, the reason behind their goal.

For instance, a character’s goal can be a job promotion, while their motivation is a fear
of financial insecurity. Or their goal is to not get kicked off the football team, while their
motivation is to keep their university scholarship.

Example:

In The Seven Husbands of Evelyn Hugo by Taylor Jenkins Reid, Monique Grant is a
magazine reporter who outlines her goal clearly at the beginning of the novel.

“I’'m here to be Frankie one day, maybe bigger than Frankie. To do big, important work
that I'm proud of. To leave a mark. And I’'m nowhere near doing that yet.”—Page 8.

“l want a book deal one day. | want to pick my stories.”—Page 7.

Her goal: To be a writer who does big, important work. To pick her stories, to get a book
deal.

A major movie star, Evelyn Hugo, has asked Monique to do an exclusive interview, and
Monique doesn’t know why she has been chosen for this opportunity. Neither does her
boss. Looking at how Monique feels about her life gives us her motivation for taking it.

“I’'m thirty-five years old. I've been a writer for more than a decade. And I'm being
underused here at Vivant.” —Page 7.

“David moved out five weeks ago, and | still haven’t managed to replace the dishes he
took with him or the coffee table his mother gave us last year as a wedding present.
Jesus. We didn’t even make it to our first anniversary. —Page 14.

The subtext here is she’s getting older, and she feels shame at her failed marriage and a
stalled writing career, where she’s not reaching her full potential.



Her motivation: To prove to herself, and to her boss, that she is worthy and capable.

Goal setting relates to character arc. What will stand in the way of your protagonist’s
goal, and how will she need to change to achieve it? Sometimes a goal changes as the
protagonist changes internally—they want something different than what they wanted
at the beginning of the story.

“I can lie and tell her everything is going fine, that we’re on track for the June issue and
that I'm getting Evelyn Hugo to talk about more concrete things. Or | can tell the truth
and potentially get fired...and if my real goal is to set myself up to be able to grab
whatever story | want, then credibility matters.”—Page 143

“I think | can deliver you a massive, headline-making Evelyn Hugo story,’ | say. ‘But if |
do, | want to be promoted. And | want a raise commensurate with the title.””—Page
144,

“Why, until this moment, did | not realize that the issue is my own confidence?” —Page
285

Monique’s time spent interviewing Evelyn Hugo changes her. She becomes brave
enough to do things that scared her before.

“I don’t think | would have ended my marriage without Evelyn Hugo. | don’t think |
would have stood up to Frankie without Evelyn Hugo. | don’t think | would have had the
chance to write a surefire bestseller without Evelyn Hugo. | don’t think | would
understand the true depths of my father’s devotion to me without Evelyn Hugo.”
—Page 372

Her character arc: Monique goes from having a lack of confidence in herself to having
the confidence to ask for what she wants.



