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Every  memorable  story  begins  with  a  character  who
feels real. Readers may forget a clever plot twist or a
vivid setting, but they rarely forget a protagonist who
makes them laugh, cry, or grit their teeth in frustration.
At  the  heart  of  such  unforgettable  characters  lies  a
carefully  crafted  set  of  character  traits.  For  writers,
understanding how to build, balance, and deploy these
traits  is  not  just  a  skill—it  is  the  foundation  of
compelling fiction. This writers guide to character traits
will walk you through the essential concepts, practical
strategies,  and  creative  exercises  needed  to  create
characters  that  leap  off  the  page  and  stay  in  your
reader’s mind long after the final chapter.

Why Character Traits Matter

Character traits are the consistent patterns of thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors that define who a character is.
They  are  the  building  blocks  of  personality.  Without
them, characters become cardboard cutouts that serve
the  plot  rather  than  driving  it.  When  you  give  a

character  a  clear  set  of  traits—both  positive  and
negative—you  instantly  create  internal  conflict,
relational  tension,  and narrative  momentum.  A brave
hero who is also recklessly impulsive, a kind mentor who
secretly harbors jealousy, a loyal friend who struggles
with honesty—these combinations make characters feel
human.  This  writers  guide  to  character  traits
emphasizes that traits are not simply labels; they are the
engine of your story’s emotional core.

Core vs. Surface Traits

One of the first distinctions a writer must understand is
the difference between core traits and surface traits.
Core  traits  are  deeply  ingrained,  often  formed  by  a
character’s  upbringing,  values,  or  traumatic
experiences.  They  rarely  change  without  significant
character arcs. For example, a character’s fundamental
honesty or deep-seated insecurity is a core trait. Surface
traits,  on  the  other  hand,  are  more  flexible  and
situational. A character may be talkative at a party but
reserved  at  work,  or  cheerful  around  friends  but
pessimistic when alone. Both types are essential. Core
traits give depth and consistency, while surface traits



add texture and realism. In your character trait list, aim
for two to four core traits and a handful of surface traits
that can shift depending on the scene.

How to Build a Character Trait
List

Creating a detailed trait list helps you stay consistent
across  your  manuscript.  Start  with  broad  categories:
physical, psychological, and social. Then drill down into
specifics. Below are three subcategories to guide your
brainstorming.

Physical Traits

Physical  traits  go  beyond  appearance—they  include
mannerisms,  energy  levels,  and  bodily  habits.  Think
about how your character walks, speaks, gestures, or
reacts to sensory stimuli. Does a former soldier stand
rigidly  at  attention?  Does  a  restless  artist  tap  their
fingers  constantly?  Physical  traits  also  convey
personality. A character who avoids eye contact may be
shy or  deceitful;  one who fidgets  may be anxious or
energetic. Use physical traits sparingly but consistently
to reinforce personality.

Psychological Traits

These are the inner workings of the mind: fears, desires,
cognitive  biases,  and  emotional  tendencies.  Consider
your  character’s  biggest  fear,  secret  ambition,  and

typical  response  to  stress.  A  character  who  is
methodical and cautious will make different life choices
than one who is impulsive and optimistic. Psychological
traits  often  create  the  most  compelling  internal
conflict—for  instance,  a  character  who  longs  for
freedom but is terrified of change. Remember to include
flaws.  Perfect  characters  are  unrelatable.  Flaws  like
pride, jealousy, or indecision make characters struggle,
grow, and earn reader empathy.

Social Traits

Social  traits  describe how a character  interacts  with
others.  Are  they  dominant  or  submissive  in
conversations? Do they trust easily or suspect ulterior
motives? Social traits can include communication style,
sense of humor, loyalty, and attitude toward authority.
They also determine relationships. A character who is
brutally honest may lose friends but gain respect, while
a people-pleaser may have many acquaintances but few
true bonds. Social traits should clash and complement
with other characters to drive dialogue and conflict.

Using Traits to Drive Plot

Character  traits  are  not  decoration—they  are  the
primary engine of your story’s plot. Instead of asking
“What  should  happen  next?”  ask  “What  would  my
character  do  next,  given  their  traits?”  A  greedy
merchant will make different decisions than a generous
one.  A  cautious  detective  will  investigate  differently



Writers Guide To Character Traits

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Miles & Dalton • The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single page. • Page 3

than a reckless one. When your character’s traits lead
them  into  trouble,  you  create  organic  conflict.  For
example, a protagonist with a strong sense of justice
(trait) might refuse to overlook a small crime (action),
which then sets off a chain reaction of consequences.
This writers guide to character traits encourages you to
treat every major plot point as a direct result of your
character’s  personality.  Even  a  character’s
growth—their arc—is about changing one or more core
traits,  usually  for  the  better  (but  sometimes  for  the
worse).

Common Archetypes and Their
Traits

Archetypes  are  powerful  shortcuts  because  they
instantly  evoke  a  set  of  familiar  traits.  The  Hero  is
typically brave, selfless, and determined. The Mentor is
wise, patient, and slightly mysterious. The Trickster is
clever,  mischievous,  and unpredictable.  However,  the
best  characters  subvert  or  blend archetypes.  A Hero
who is also deeply insecure, a Mentor who is cynical, a
Trickster  who is  loyal—these  twists  make archetypes
feel  fresh.  When  using  archetypes,  write  down  the
expected trait list, then add one unexpected trait that
contradicts the archetype. That contradiction becomes
the seed of your character’s uniqueness.

Avoiding Stereotypes and Clichés

Stereotypes  are  oversimplified,  often  offensive,  trait
bundles tied to a character’s race, gender, sexuality, or
background. A wise old Asian monk or a sassy Black
best  friend  are  stereotypes  that  rob  characters  of
individuality. To avoid them, give every character a mix
of  traits  that  defy  easy  categorization.  A  cliché  is
different: it is a trait that has been used so often it feels
tired. The “chosen one” who is reluctant? The “genius
detective” with a drinking problem? Clichés can be reset
by adding a fresh detail or by putting the trait in an
unusual context. This writers guide to character traits
advises  you  to  ask:  “Would  a  real  person  with  this
background truly act this way, or am I copying what I’ve
seen before?”  Research,  empathy,  and specificity  are
your best tools.

Exercises for Developing
Distinctive Traits

Ready to practice? Here are three exercises that will
help you build rich, layered character traits.

The Trait Swap: Take two characters you already1.
know from books or films. Write down three core
traits for each. Then swap one core trait between
them. Imagine how that change would alter their
lives. For example, give Frodo the ambition of
Macbeth. The exercise reveals how a single trait



shifts everything.
The Interview: Pretend your character is being2.
interviewed by a journalist. Write a list of ten
questions—about their childhood, fears, secrets,
and dreams—and then answer them in your
character’s voice. The answers will reveal
unexpected traits.
The Contradiction Map: Draw a simple chart3.
with two columns. In the left column, list five
positive traits your character possesses. In the
right column, write the corresponding negative
trait that could coexist. For instance, “generous”
can coexist with “unable to say no.” “Ambitious”
can coexist with “ruthless.” These contradictions
create deep, realistic personalities.

Another  effective  method  is  to  use  the  Big  Five
personality  model  (Openness,  Conscientiousness,
Extraversion,  Agreeableness,  Neuroticism)  to  sketch
your  character’s  baseline.  Then,  for  each  dimension,

decide where they fall on a scale of 1 to 10. That gives
you a solid framework to build upon and ensures you
don’t overlook aspects of personality.

Conclusion

Crafting  unforgettable  characters  is  one  of  the  most
rewarding challenges a writer faces. This writers guide
to character  traits  has shown you that  traits  are far
more than a checklist—they are the soul of your story.
By  understanding  the  difference  between  core  and
surface traits, building a thorough trait list, using traits
to drive plot, and avoiding stereotypes, you give your
characters  the  depth  and  authenticity  readers  crave.
Remember, the most powerful character traits are those
that create internal and external conflict, that push your
narrative forward, and that change over time. Now, take
your character out of the notes and into the world. Let
their traits speak, stumble, grow, and shine. Your story
will be all the richer for it.


