
 

  
 

“You measure the size of the accomplishment by the obstacles you 
have to overcome to reach your goals.”  

                              ― Booker T. Washington 
 

 

 

Story Obstacles 
 

Nothing meaningful in a story happens without conflict. And one 
of the first things that a writer must do is choose the main 
story obstacle. The choices are wide open. 
 

• “How do I tell my lover that my parents want to pre-arrange 
my marriage or I’m out of the will?” 

• “What is that outside my window, a zombie?” 
• “Vinny just told me I’ve got 36 hours to come up with 200 

grand.” 
• “Great. I’m alone on Mars and Mission Control thinks I’m 

dead.” 
• “I’d like to date him, but I might turn into a vampire.” 

Beneath all of these macro conflicts are dozens of smaller 
conflicts that drive the story forward. Every scene should be a 
struggle – otherwise it’s exposition. Meaning nothing happens. 
Conflict is also necessary to reveal true character. You can 
only learn about someone’s true character when they make hard 
choices under pressure. No conflict? We learn nothing. No hard 
choices? Nothing. Think SOPHIE’S CHOICE. 
 
The obstacles can be internal (matters of the heart or head) or 
external (getting to the airport in time). 
 
What kind of story conflict interests you? Write five story 
obstacles from which you could write a script. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

  
 

“You measure the size of the accomplishment by the obstacles you 
have to overcome to reach your goals.”  

                              ― Booker T. Washington 
 

 
So really, it comes down to CHOICE. What choice does the 
character have? What do they want? 
 
By deciding what a character wants, either in the scene or in 
the story as a whole, you can then create the choices that they 
have and on top of that the obstacles to hinder or help those 
choices. What choices does your protagonist make? 
 
Three elements inform obstacles in a story: 1. Man vs Man. 2. 
Man vs Machine/Nature 3. Man vs Himself 
 
A character makes choices with these elements influencing them. 
 
If a character has two choices to make, the script will be 
stronger if you choose one choice as what the character wants 
and the other choice as the obstacle. 
 
What are some examples of films where the protagonist has two 
choices…. And one of those choices ends up being the obstacle? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Now look at your own life. What choices have you made? When have 
you made a choice in your life that has created an obstacle that 
prevents you from getting something you want? Is this something 
you want to change? 
 

1. Don’t blame someone else. You are responsible for your 
choices. 

2. Don’t beat yourself up. 
3. What are daily habits you can implement that will move you 

toward what you want even f you’ve made choices that have 
tripped you up? 

 


