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Writing a novel is HARD. No, it really is. It’s one of the most difficult professional challenges I have ever overcome. You see, I am one of those people who have always struggled to finish things. It doesn’t matter what it is, but I get so easily distracted by shiny new things that I lose interest in the original task I was trying to accomplish. Maybe I was a magpie in a previous life, I don’t know.

I started writing creatively aged forty. As many writers do, I cut my teeth on short stories and what is now known as flash fiction, not ever intending to sell anything, but just giving it a go. But it became rather addictive. I got completely entwined in my stories; my characters became like imaginary friends. (I have just about recovered from learning that this is perfectly normal for writers!)

I really wanted to write a novel, though, and by the time I’d graduated from short stories onto novellas, I was well and truly hooked on this creative writing thing and had decided to try and make a living from it.

Here’s the thing: I found it incredibly difficult. Time and again, I would get excited about a Big Idea, only to find that after about twenty thousand words, I ran out of steam. And once that happened, I lost all motivation to continue, thereby continuing this behaviour trait of never finishing anything, and thinking I just wasn’t good enough. (Imposter syndrome, anyone...?)

Now, if you’re not careful, this kind of thinking pattern will eat you alive, from the inside out. You become crippled with self-doubt about how you’re never going to amount to anything. That you will never accomplish anything worthwhile. That you’re wasting such great opportunities. That you are your own worst enemy. All those things your mother used to say to you when you were a teenager and stayed out too late with your friends. They all become true in your mind.

I had heard of various plotting techniques, and I gave some of them a go, but none of them really seemed to suit my story and the way I write. I will talk about some of them in this book. Nevertheless, I ploughed on, and finally finished my first full-length novel in 2021, A Light Shines in Darkness. I remember being so proud of myself when the paperback copies landed on my doorstep. I might even have shed a tear or two.

I am still proud of that book, but my next ones will be much better, because after that, I found a new technique that has completely revolutionised my approach to plotting a novel. I am going to share that with you, so you can see for yourself how it works and why I found it so effective.

I am now someone who writes with confidence, knowing that there is always a plan. And I never lose sight of the most important thing – the WHY of my story. The reason I wanted to tell it in the first place. This ensures that I rarely, if ever, feel as if my story will never get finished. If anything, it’s simply about having the hours in the day to get it done.

I really hope that by sharing what I have learned, you can get your drafts finished and know that your story doesn’t have a saggy middle or a flat ending, because you made a great plan.

Elizabeth M. Hurst

2025
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Welcome to The Wordsmith’s Guide to Planning the Perfect Plot. I hope you’ll find this book super helpful when planning your first draft of a novel. If you're here, chances are you're looking for something to make the writing process smoother, smarter, or just a little less overwhelming. Maybe you’ve started stories that fizzled out halfway. Maybe you’ve finished a first draft that felt aimless. Or maybe you’re staring at a blank page wondering what the hell comes next.

This book is here to help with that.

But let’s set the tone right from the start: this isn’t a rigid system or a sacred method. You won’t find a one-size-fits-all formula here, because writing doesn’t work that way. Instead, this is a practical toolkit – a collection of proven plotting techniques, flexible strategies, and real-world advice for writers who want to bring structure to their stories without crushing the life out of them.

You won’t be told that there’s only one “right” way to write a novel. This book isn’t about rules. It’s about options.

The goal is to give you tools, not commandments. Tools you can adapt, combine, toss out or reshape to suit your voice, your genre, and your creative instincts. Whether you're a hardcore outliner, a discovery writer, or someone still figuring it out, this guide is designed to meet you where you are.

This book is especially for writers who are stuck – those who’ve hit a wall and don’t know how to move forward. Maybe you’ve got a brilliant premise but no idea how to turn it into a full arc. Maybe your characters feel solid, but the plot is going in circles. Or maybe you keep abandoning projects because something always feels off.

That’s where a well-chosen planning approach can make a real difference.

The methods explored in these pages – from the Snowflake Method and Beat Sheet to the Hero’s Journey to more intuitive systems like the Inside Outline – aren’t magic fixes. But they are reliable ways to break through creative blocks, organise your thinking, and bring your story into sharper focus.

You’re encouraged to try, test, and tinker. Treat this guide like a DIY store: you don’t need every tool in the place to build something great. You just need the right ones for the job you are doing.

The purpose of this book isn’t to make you plot a certain way. It’s to help you plot better, and on your own terms. You don’t have to follow a rigid system to write a powerful, well-structured novel. You just need to understand the options, know what to look for, and build a process that supports your creativity rather than stifles it.

Let’s get started.
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​1: PLOTTER, PANTSER OR PLANTSER
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Before we get into the nitty gritty of plotting our novel, it might be helpful to know what kind of writers there are. We can divide most writers into one of the following categories: plotter, pantser or planster. 

1.1 Plotter

A plotter is a writer who plans their story in advance. This could mean anything from a detailed chapter-by-chapter or even scene-by-scene outline to a beat sheet that maps out every major turning point. Plotters believe in having a roadmap before they begin drafting. They want to know the destination, the stops along the way, and maybe even the scenery.

For plotters, outlining serves several purposes. It reduces the chance of getting stuck mid-draft, first of all. It also ensures the story has a strong structure. Finally, it helps them keep track of pacing, subplots, and character arcs.

This approach appeals to writers who like clarity and direction. They often feel more confident knowing that their story “works” before they invest tens of thousands of words, not to mention a significant amount of time writing it.

But plotting isn’t just about control. It’s also a creative act. Plotters spend time in the pre-writing phase experimenting, testing ideas, and building a narrative shape. By the time they start their first draft, they’ve already done a lot of the hard thinking. Their drafts may come out cleaner and faster because they’ve already solved many of the big story problems up front.

1.2 The Pantser

On the other side of the spectrum is the pantser, short for “writing by the seat of your pants”. Pantsers dive into the story with little or no plan. They might have a vague idea – a character, a setting, a dramatic situation – but they discover the plot as they write.

For pantsers, too much planning can feel like putting the story in a cage. They thrive on the thrill of discovery, letting the characters lead them in unexpected directions. Writing without an outline allows for surprising twists, authentic character development, and organic themes that emerge naturally through the writing process.

This method isn’t without its risks. Pantsers may find themselves stuck in the middle of a story, unsure of what happens next. They may end up rewriting large chunks once they figure out what the story is really about. But for many, that unpredictability is part of the fun. The first draft is where they find the story.

1.3 The Plantser

In between these two sits the plantser – a hybrid of plotter and pantser. Plantsers do some planning before they start writing, but they leave plenty of room for improvisation. They might sketch out a loose outline, jot down major beats, or know the ending without being sure how they’ll get there.

This middle-ground approach offers flexibility and structure. A plantser might start with an outline, then veer off course once the characters take on lives of their own. Or they might begin drafting from instinct, then pause midway to figure out what needs to happen next.

Being a plantser means you don’t feel locked into a rigid process. You give yourself permission to adapt as the story unfolds. For many writers, especially those still discovering their creative rhythms, this balance works best.

In truth, these categories aren’t fixed identities – they’re tools. Some writers plot one book and pants the next. Others evolve over time. The point isn’t to wear the right label, it’s to find a process that helps you finish the story you want to tell.

1.4 Debunking the Myths About Plotters, Pantsers, and Plantsers

Writers love to label themselves. “I’m a plotter,” or “I’m a pantser”. Or maybe even “I’m a hardcore plantser with leanings toward chaos.” These terms can be useful shorthand, but they’re also easy to misunderstand. Worse, they sometimes come with baggage – assumptions that limit how writers see themselves and what they believe they’re capable of. Let’s clear up some of the most common myths tied to these labels.

Myth 1: Plotters are control freaks who can’t be creative.

One of the biggest misconceptions is that plotters are rigid thinkers who only follow a checklist. People imagine plotters sitting down with a spreadsheet, eliminating all spontaneity before they even write chapter one.

In reality, plotting is itself a deeply creative act. Plotters dream up characters, build arcs, and test emotional beats long before the first draft begins. The outline isn’t a cage – it’s a virtual sandpit where stories are developed. It lets them explore possibilities faster than writing blind. Most plotters revise their outline as they go, adapting it to discoveries made during the draft.

Creativity doesn’t disappear because the road is mapped. It just shows up earlier in the process.

Myth 2: Pantsers don’t plan at all.

Just because a pantser doesn’t create a formal outline doesn’t mean they go in blind. Many pantsers think about their stories for weeks – or even years – before writing. They might collect images, write character backstories, or explore scenes out of order. That’s planning, even if it doesn’t look like it.

More importantly, pantsers do structure their stories, they just do it during or after the first draft instead of before. The first draft is often a long-form discovery session. Then they revise with intention and precision, shaping the raw material into a solid arc. The myth that pantsers just make it up as they go ignores the intense mental work they do before and after writing.

Myth 3: Plantsers are just indecisive.

Being a plantser isn’t about sitting on the fence. It’s a deliberate choice to blend structure with intuition. Plantsers know what they need to feel grounded – whether that’s a few bullet points or major turning points – and they also value the freedom to veer off course.

This approach requires just as much discipline as plotting or pantsing. It means managing ambiguity, trusting your gut, and staying flexible without losing direction. Many experienced writers end up in this category because they’ve tried both extremes and created a process that works for them.

Myth 4: You have to pick one and stick to it

These categories aren’t identities, they’re tools. Some stories require more planning. Others don’t come alive until you dive in. You might plot one novel tightly and pants the next. You might discover that outlining works better for thrillers but pantsing is perfect for character-driven dramas.

The most effective writers don’t cling to a label. They build a process that serves the story they’re trying to tell.

The bottom line? These labels are just starting points. They don’t define your talent, your creativity, or your worth as a writer. Whether you outline, improvise, or mix both, what matters is that you keep writing and keep finishing. The rest is just strategy.

1.5 Why Flexibility Matters

Every novel evolves. You might start with a brilliant outline, but once you're deep into the draft, things shift. Characters push back. Motivations get more complex. A plot twist you didn’t plan suddenly makes more sense than the one you did.

If your plan is too rigid, it can lock you into decisions that no longer serve the story. Flexible planning lets you pivot without losing the thread. It gives you the freedom to follow promising ideas while staying anchored to a larger structure.

You don’t have to choose between full outline and no outline. You can build a scaffold instead of a blueprint – something sturdy enough to hold the story up, but loose enough to allow movement.

There will be more about this later on in this book, but for now, here are a few practical ways to plan flexibly:

Use milestone markers

Identify key moments you want to hit – inciting incident, midpoint, climax – but leave the space between them undefined. This gives you direction without dictating every step.

Plan one act at a time

Sketch out the first part of your book. Once you’ve written it, reassess. Let the story inform what comes next.

Build with beats, not scenes

Think in terms of emotional or plot “beats” rather than full scenes. For example: “Character discovers betrayal,” rather than “Chapter 12: confrontation in the alley.” This keeps the outline fluid.

Colour-code for certainty

In your outline, mark solid ideas one way and tentative ones another. You don’t even have to use colours, but I personally find it useful. That visual cue can remind you which parts are flexible and which are the red lines you absolutely MUST keep.

Leave gaps intentionally

It’s okay to write “[something cool happens here]” in your plan. That placeholder can keep the energy moving without forcing a half-baked solution.

The trick with flexible planning is staying open to discovery without wandering so far off track that you lose momentum. That’s where your outline – or whatever form your plan takes – can act like a compass. You don’t have to follow a straight path, but you do need to know in which direction you’re going. If you find yourself going in a new direction, pause and update your plan. Don’t feel guilty about changing course. That’s not failure – it’s evolution.

Whether you choose to plan or not, or somewhere in between, it is very much a sliding scale and there is no right or wrong way to go about it. It is simply what works for you to get the job done.

Flexible planning isn’t indecision. It’s responsiveness. It means trusting your instincts without abandoning your structure. It’s giving your story room to breathe, twist, and grow – while still holding onto the core of what you’re trying to say. For most writers, that’s not just a compromise. It’s the sweet spot.
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​​2: THE SNOWFLAKE METHOD
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This is the first of the chapters which discuss some of the different recognised methods of plotting a novel. Remember, you can pick and choose elements of each of these methods as you go along, to get you where you need to be – the end of your first draft.

2.1 Overview: Building a Story from a Single Sentence

The Snowflake Method, developed by physicist and author Randy Ingermanson, is a step-by-step system for constructing a novel from the ground up. It’s called the “Snowflake” because it mirrors the way fractals grow, starting with a simple shape that becomes increasingly complex through repetition and layering.

Here is a breakdown of the 10 steps:


	
One-sentence summary: Craft a single sentence that captures the essence of your story. Think of it as your story’s elevator pitch.

	
One-paragraph summary: Expand your sentence into a five-sentence paragraph: setup, major disasters, and conclusion.

	
Character summaries: Write a full-page summary for each major character. Include their name, motivation, goal, conflict, and epiphany.

	
One-page synopsis: Expand the paragraph from Step 2 into a full-page summary, diving deeper into plot structure.

	
Character story arcs: Create detailed character charts, showing how each one changes through the story.

	
Expanded synopsis (four pages): Flesh out your one-page synopsis into a multi-page description with every act and major beat.

	
Scene list: Break the story down into a list of scenes. This step often takes the longest, but it’s worth it.

	
Detailed scene descriptions: For each scene, write a summary of what happens, who’s involved, and what changes.

	
First draft: With your scene list and summaries in hand, write the first draft quickly and with focus.

	
Revision and polish: Use your plan to revise with confidence, tightening structure, deepening character, and enhancing theme.
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