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Introduction: NLP and the writer


NLP is a subject of great breadth and depth which explores human thought, behaviour and communication. It is, therefore, of enormous use to writers, because stories – both fictional and non-fictional – are about human thought, behaviour and communication. Furthermore, writers require strong communication skills to communicate effectively with their audience.


Techniques developed by NLP can be used by writers to:



•  create more realistic characters



•  understand their characters’ thinking and motivation more completely



•  develop stronger stories



•  craft powerful description



•  engage their audience more effectively



•  troubleshoot some of their challenges.


At first glance NLP may seem a daunting subject, because it covers such a diverse range of ideas, can be used in many different ways and uses a lot of unfamiliar terminology. This book aims to distil the subject down to show writers how NLP can be used to improve their writing by:



•  focusing only on what is relevant to writing, i.e. exploring how NLP techniques can be applied to improve areas such as characterization, description, plotting, point of view, exposition and engaging your audience



•  explaining basic NLP concepts and terminology in everyday language.


NLP can also be very effective in breaking writers’ blocks, building motivation and beating procrastination. However, NLP for Writers will only focus on the craft of writing itself, and will not consider any other uses of NLP, such as by therapists, in business or for personal motivation. If you wish to work on your personal motivation as a writer, see the Further resources section.


What is NLP?


In the 1970s, the mathematician Richard Bandler and the linguist John Grinder drew on a number of disciplines to create NLP as a better way to deliver therapy. NLP was initially used in the ‘helping’ professions to cure phobias, eliminate bad habits, deal with trauma, relieve stress, build confidence and tackle many other personal challenges. Since then, NLP has spread to be applied to business, personal development, education, health and sport.


NLP continues to evolve, with new techniques and models being added by different people and with different NLP trainers focusing on different techniques and ideas. There is, therefore, no one ‘brand’ of NLP, but differing branches, each using a majority of the same techniques and principles.


NLP stands for Neuro-linguistic Programming. Unfortunately, unpacking the meaning of this name tends to mystify the subject even further. For those who are interested, a short definition is given in the Guide to terminology. For the purposes of this book, however, it is only important to know that NLP explores human thought, behaviour and communication.


The presuppositions of NLP


A presupposition is something we take as a ‘given’, i.e. something we accept to be true. The presuppositions of NLP embody the founding principles and fundamental beliefs of NLP. However, just as there is no one ‘brand’ of NLP, there is no one definitive list of presuppositions.


Most NLP trainers and developers list between 10 and 20 presuppositions. This book will only refer to a few core NLP presuppositions that are relevant to the concepts discussed. These presuppositions will be considered as they become relevant and we will explore one presupposition here, because it runs as a constant thread through this book.


Presupposition: Everyone lives in their own unique model of the world.


The idea that ‘Everyone lives in their own unique model of the world’ is one of NLP’s core presuppositions and means that we all experience and see the world in our own unique way, unlike the way anyone else does; i.e. no two people see the world as being exactly the same, but perceive and interpret everything in a way that is individual to them.


This presupposition recurs throughout the book because it applies to:



•  every character



•  every writer



•  everyone who watches film or television or reads a book.


It is, therefore, important to bear in mind as you work with this book that you are this book’s audience and, as the presupposition identifies, you will have your own unique understanding and interpretation of it. You will therefore find some ideas more interesting or more useful than others and you may agree more or less fully with some of the concepts or conclusions within the case studies.


It is also important to remember that your uniqueness and your audience’s uniqueness mean that there is no one ‘right’ way to write a story. After all, if there was a magic key to penning a best-seller, we’d all write one. If you don’t agree with a suggested way of doing something, consider the possibility that the way you are doing something might not be the best way – getting feedback from reliable people might be helpful here too. However, don’t make any changes unless you believe the change is right for you, your characters and your story.




Part 1


Characterization and motivation


The driving force behind story


Although real life is random, stories require an internal logic of events linked by a chain of cause and effect. In other words, something happens – usually close to the start – that sets the main character(s) off in a particular – usually new – direction. (This is often referred to as the inciting incident.) From then on, the story charts the choices the characters make as a result of the inciting incident and the consequences these choices have. For example, in J. R. R. Tolkien’s epic fantasy The Lord of the Rings, Bilbo gives Frodo the One Ring. From the moment Frodo receives the Ring, he has to make choices about what he does with the Ring, take action and deal with the consequences of those choices.
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Try it now







Read the first chapter of a book you know well or watch the first 20 minutes of a familiar film. Identify what happens in the opening scenes that sets the main storyline in progress. Reflect on the remainder of the story and how the action moves forward in a chain of cause and effect from this point and how the protagonist(s) influences this chain by the choices they make.
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It is therefore the choices our characters make that drive our stories forward. The choices our characters make depend on how they perceive and interpret the world.


PERCEIVING AND INTERPRETING THE WORLD


Every time we interact with the world we receive a huge amount of information through our five senses. However, our brains are only able to process a certain amount of this information at any time. We therefore organize our thinking and decide where to focus our attention by subconsciously using the processes of deletion, distortion and generalization (considered in Part 2) and by using mental filters.


The mental filters we use are our:



•  beliefs: what we believe to be true



•  values: what is important to us



•  memories: our memories of the past – including past decisions we have made



•  thinking patterns: the way we think



•  state: the state we are in. In effect, this means the way we are currently feeling, both physically and emotionally. (See also Chapter 4.)


In other words, the way we perceive the world will always be filtered by, and therefore influenced by, our beliefs, values, memories, thinking patterns and state.


Presupposition: Everyone lives in their own unique model of the world.


As discussed in the Introduction, this presupposition tells us that no two people perceive the world as being exactly the same. One reason this happens is because our mental filters are developed by the different life experiences each of us has and the genetic inheritance that makes up our ‘personality’. This leads everyone to have a unique filtering system and therefore a unique way of seeing the world and everyone in it.


Consider for a moment how differently a child growing up in a privileged home in Britain and a child growing up in the slums of India are likely to experience the world. Their hugely different experiences will lead to them developing hugely different systems of beliefs, values, memories and thinking patterns. However, even two children of the same sex, growing up in the same family and sharing many of the same experiences, will still experience and perceive the world differently because of their position in the family, their age, the different experiences they do have and because of how their genetically inherited ‘personality’ interprets what they experience.
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The choices your characters make


Every time a person makes a choice, this too is processed through their personal filtering system of beliefs, values, memories and thinking patterns and influenced by the emotional state they are in. This filtering occurs from small choices we may not even realize we are making, such as how much milk to put on our breakfast cereal, to big decisions, such as changing career or moving house.
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Our unique personal system of beliefs, values, memories and thinking patterns and the state we are in filter every decision we face and inform every choice we make. They therefore determine the actions we take.


Because the choices we make are based on our mental filtering system, the actions they give rise to demonstrate to others our:



•  beliefs: what we believe to be true



•  values: what is important to us



•  memories: our memories of the past – including past decisions we have made



•  thinking patterns: the way we think



•  state: the current state we are in.


The same is true for our characters:
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When we create characters whose choices – and therefore the actions they take – are consistently based on their systems of beliefs, values, memories, thinking patterns and their state, our audience will recognize them as real people. If our characters lack any real depth, or make choices that are inconsistent with their beliefs, values, memories, thinking patterns or state, our audience will be unlikely to believe in them or engage sufficiently with them or our story.


In Part 1, the first four chapters will consider four of the components of your characters’ metal filtering systems: beliefs, values, thinking patterns and state. The fifth component, memories, is self-explanatory and is also intertwined with the four other filters. Chapter 5, the final chapter in Part 1, will consider making choices. All five chapters will encourage you to explore your characters from different angles, with the overall goal of identifying and understanding your characters’ past, how this impacts on who they are, how they think, how they feel and the actions they take.




1


Beliefs, characterization and motivation
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In this chapter you will learn about:



•  beliefs, and how your characters’ beliefs impact on the choices they make and the actions they take




•  ways to explore your characters’ beliefs and motivation




•  how your characters’ beliefs can support and/or limit the choices they make and the actions they take




•  how your characters’ beliefs can impact on your stories.
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Self-assessment: Do you know what influences your characters’ belief systems?







Consider the main character or one of the main characters of your work in progress. Give yourself one point for every question to which you answer ‘yes’.


Do you know:


  1   Who their parents are/were?


  2   Where they grew up?


  3   What their most important experiences were as they grew up?


  4   What their most important adult experiences were?


  5   Who their closest friends are, and why they are friends with them?


  6   Who their role models are and what they admire about them?


  7   What your character is most afraid of?


  8   What your character wants most of all?


  9   What generalizations they make about themselves? For instance, I’m unlucky, I’m not very confident, I’m ugly etc.



10   What generalizations/philosophies they have about life? For instance, ‘You get what you give’, ‘Nobody can be trusted’, ‘Life’s for having fun’, ‘God put us on this earth for a purpose’, etc.
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If you scored 8–10 you have already identified many of the foundations that your character’s beliefs are rooted in. If you scored less than 8, you need to spend more time identifying your character’s background and working out who they are. Whatever your score, this chapter will help you consider your characters’ beliefs more deeply and how these beliefs motivate them throughout your story.
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What are beliefs?


A belief is something we believe to be true, whether it is true or not. It can be anything from believing giraffes are very tall, that we will write a best-seller, that the Earth is round, to an infinite number of other ideas.


Most of the time we don’t think of our beliefs as being something we believe in, but as the truth. Because we believe our beliefs are true, we tend to pay greater attention to experiences and evidence that confirm them, but discount minor experiences that challenge them. However, sometimes we learn about alternative beliefs, or the evidence against our beliefs is so great that we erase or modify them. Looking back in history, we can see that even fundamental beliefs can be proved wrong – people no longer believe the world is flat, that man cannot fly, or that no one can run a sub-four minute mile.


Beliefs and motivation


Although we rarely consciously think about our beliefs, every action we take is based on the beliefs we hold – from martyrs who give their lives for what they believe in, to boiling the kettle before we make a cup of tea because we believe hot water is needed to make one. If you stop for a moment and think about the last thing you did before you started reading this book, you will recognize that you did that thing because of an idea – or several ideas – you believe to be true.


Since every action we take is motivated by the beliefs we hold, the characters in our stories will only appear real to our audience if the actions they take are rooted in their beliefs.
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Case study







The futuristic novel Dark Parties by Sara Grant tells the story of Neva, who believes her government is manipulating its citizens and hiding the truth about the way the world really is. Neva also believes that her grandmother, who went missing when Neva was a child, is still alive. When Neva’s best friend, Sanna, also goes missing, Neva believes she has been taken to a government facility, and Neva and Sanna’s boyfriend, Braydon, set off to find her. However, Neva and Braydon have fallen for each other. Out of the blue, Braydon suggests they run away together.


Braydon’s proposal offers Neva a course of action that would allow her to leave her past behind and spend her life with the man she loves. However, it would also mean that she would have to abandon her best friend and the search for her grandmother.


Neva wants to say yes to Braydon’s proposal more than she has wanted to say yes to anything in her life. However, she still chooses to look for Sanna and not forget her grandmother – demonstrating that she believes that:



✽  Sanna and her grandmother are still alive



✽  finding Sanna and her grandmother is more important than escaping the parts of her identity she is unhappy with



✽  finding Sanna and her grandmother is more important than finding happiness with Braydon.


[image: image]









	[image: image]

	

Try it now







Identify the inciting incident of a favourite book or film. Consider the main character’s reaction to this. Identify what belief(s) make them take the course of action they chose to take as a result of the inciting incident.
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Key idea







Every action we take is based on the beliefs we hold. However, people rarely identify beliefs as beliefs or recognize that they have them.
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Belief systems


We begin to make sense of the world and learn about life in our childhood. As we learn, we build a complex psychological matrix of beliefs that interact with one another. These beliefs agree with and support one another, so it is impossible for us to believe two contradictory ideas at the same time. For example, we can’t believe that our ankles are both fat and thin at the same time. Real people’s beliefs are therefore always consistent with one another.


If we write a character whose beliefs are inconsistent with one another, our audience will recognize this, either on a conscious or subconscious level. This will erode their ability to believe that character is real. Writers therefore need to have sufficient understanding of their characters’ belief systems to make sure that their actions and choices are congruent and believable.
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Key idea







When our audience sees a character take an action, it tells them something about what that character believes. If our characters’ beliefs are inconsistent with one another or with who that character is, it will erode our audience’s acceptance of them.
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Our beliefs develop over a lifetime and have their own unique, complex structure and logic. It is therefore insufficient for a writer to simply assign to a character a set of beliefs that agree with one another and that will lead the character to achieve what they want them to achieve within a story. However, because people hold so many beliefs in such complex structures, it would also be impossible for a writer to identify a character’s entire belief system. What writers need to do is:



•  develop a strong understanding of each character’s background and who that character is



•  ensure that each character’s beliefs are consistent with one another.
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Remember this







As the author of our characters, we do not need to clinically identify a system of beliefs belonging to each of them. What we need to do is have sufficient understanding of each character to ensure that they behave with consistency and in a believable fashion.
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Understanding your characters’ beliefs


Our childhood is usually the biggest influence on our belief system. Even if we have experiences that significantly change our beliefs when we are older, we are changing them from the viewpoint of the beliefs that have developed in our childhood, rather than placing them on a blank canvas.


Beliefs are mainly generated and modified by the following five influences:



•  the culture a person grows up in



•  other people’s beliefs



•  other people’s behaviour



•  significant life experiences



•  repetitive experiences.


It is important to note, however, that while our culture and other people’s influence help create our belief systems, people do not simply take on all of the same beliefs as their families, teachers and peers or of the culture they grow up in. Our individual and unique personalities, viewpoints and previous experiences impact on how we incorporate what we learn into our belief system. Different people may have the same experience but form a completely different set of beliefs because of it. For example, if three people see a man walk through a wall, one may believe they have seen a ghost, another may believe it is a trick or optical illusion, and the third that they’ve drunk too much gin.


By considering the five main influences – named above – that generate and modify a character’s belief system, we can create a character portrait that tells us about who our character is and their past experiences. Much of their belief system will remain invisible to us, and even less will be visible to our audience. However, the portrait will help ensure the character reacts and behaves in a believable fashion, congruent with who they are – even if the story grows and changes and they experience situations we had not thought of when we first conceived the story.


CREATING A CHARACTER PORTRAIT


The following two exercises will help you develop characters with realistic belief systems. Use these exercises once you have developed a basic idea of who a character is or the sort of character you want to create.


When you work on these exercises answer all the questions from your character’s point of view, making a note of your answers. This will allow you to build a character portrait which you can refer back to and add to as you work on your writing. The questions that can be asked are endless, so as you work through each exercise take time to think of further questions. Writing short stories about any particularly influential life-events can also help you explore a character further.



•  Upbringing


As our childhood is the place where our belief system is formed, it’s important to consider every character’s childhood and the impact it has had on their belief system.
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Try it now







Answer the following questions for a character you are developing, then consider the impact what you identify has had on them and the experiences it has given them.



✽  Where did they live between their birth and the age of 16?



✽  What was their parents’ attitude towards (i) them, (ii) the world, (iii) each other?



✽  What were their relationships like with their siblings and their peers?



✽  Who were their friends? Why were they friends with them?



✽  Who else had a significant influence?



✽  What was their academic experience?



✽  Were they labelled in some way by themselves or others?



✽  What were their worst, best and most influential childhood experiences?
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•  Current situation


If a character is older than 16 (or possibly younger) they may have had adult experiences that have impacted on their childhood belief system. If they have, you might find it useful to draw a timeline of a character’s significant adult experiences and consider their impact.
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However old your character is, you can consider their current mindset further to help build your understanding of them, and the way they think, by reflecting on their current situation.
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Try it now







Answer the following questions and add any insights they give you to your character’s character portrait.



✽  Who are their friends? Why are they friends with them?



✽  Who supports them? How?



✽  Who grinds them down/angers/irritates them? How?



✽  Who do they love?



✽  Who are their role models? Why?



✽  What is your character most afraid of?



✽  What is the worst thing that could happen to your character?



✽  What’s the best thing that could happen to your character?



✽  What generalizations do they make about themselves, e.g. I’m unlucky. I’m creative etc?



✽  What generalizations/philosophies do they have about life?
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USING KNOWN BELIEFS AS A STARTING POINT


Sometimes characters arrive in our heads with strong opinions before we have a single thought about their life experiences. If you already know a character holds a belief or set of beliefs but are unsure of their past, a good character exploration question to ask can be, ‘Why is this belief so important to my character?’


If you are unsure of a character’s past, you may also find it helpful to ask, ‘What are their most important beliefs?’ Consider each belief separately and ask, ‘Why is this belief so important to my character?’ and ‘Where did this belief come from?’.


USING YOUR CHARACTER PORTRAIT


Real people show up in our lives with all their baggage attached, along with their current hopes, dreams and fears. They rarely intentionally reveal much of this to other people. However, others pick up on the tiny clues they subconsciously reveal and gain a fuller understanding of them. The same should be true for your characters; they should turn up on the page with a lifetime of baggage, their worries, dreams and goals. Almost all of this should remain unexplained to your audience, but if the characters are fully present in your mind, they will give away far more to your audience than is specifically explained about them. Thus, they will appear to be real people. If the writer does not know their character well enough, all the audience is likely to see is a two-dimensional cipher.


Other chapters in this book will encourage you to do further work on your character portraits.
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Remember this







Characters are like icebergs; only about 10 per cent of what the author knows about them is visible to the audience. But the author knowing the 90 per cent that is out of sight is essential to creating realistic characters that our audience will believe in.
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Stories and beliefs


Stories don’t just tell us about events that happen – the action storyline – they also chart the internal changes characters make as a result of the experiences they encounter in the story. This is called the emotional storyline. Because we develop and change our beliefs as we have new experiences, the emotional storyline inevitably charts the characters’ beliefs being at least challenged and often changed.


Stories are, therefore, in part an account of changes in beliefs. Changing beliefs can be fundamental to a story. For example, in Dickens’ A Christmas Carol, Scrooge’s beliefs about Christmas are turned on their head. Belief and changes in mindset can also be woven far less obviously into the plot. For example, the narrator of Daphne du Maurier’s classic story Rebecca – the unnamed second wife of Maxim de Winter – initially believes that her husband is still deeply in love with his first wife – Rebecca – and that he regrets marrying a second time. As events unfold, however, the second Mrs de Winter discovers that Maxim’s marriage to Rebecca was nothing but a sham and it is her that he truly loves.


CHANGING YOUR CHARACTERS’ BELIEFS


When a character changes a belief, it must be clear to your audience why this has happened. The two events that can change beliefs are:



•  evidence that contradicts what we already believe



•  learning that there are alternatives to what we believe and remodelling our beliefs as a result of this learning.


If a character changes any of their beliefs, the author must provide them with one of these two ways of accomplishing it. Our audience doesn’t necessarily have to see the reason a character makes the change prior to the change taking place, but they need to understand why that change happened by the end of the story.


It is important to note here, however, that although characters may be faced with evidence that tells them something is ‘true’, they may choose to manipulate their belief system to maintain a different belief. For example, a teenage girl may tell herself that the boy she has a crush on, who has told her he doesn’t fancy her, really does fancy her but his parents have forbidden him to go out with her.


STRENGTH OF BELIEF


Just like real people, character’s beliefs differ in strength – they can be totally convinced of some things while easily persuaded to change their mind about others. If our characters’ beliefs change during a story, we need to show opposition to those beliefs that is of an appropriate magnitude. For example, a character living in our reality is likely to take a friend’s word at face value if they say they are no longer happily married, but will want proof if that friend says they have seen a UFO.
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Key idea







Characters’ beliefs often change during the course of a story. When this happens, the author must show how it happens in a logical and believable fashion.
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CHARACTERS THAT DON’T CHANGE THEIR BELIEFS


Most stories include at least some characters that make some form of internal change(s) because of their experiences in the story. However, some types of stories need characters who fail to learn from their experiences and therefore fail to change their beliefs or to grow. Instead they remain consistent in upholding the same beliefs and inevitably behave in the same manner.


One important reason for characters to continuously uphold beliefs despite the experiences they undergo is in a series, where it is important that the audience meets the same characters in every new story. Sketch shows and situation comedy characters often need to fail to learn from their experiences because this allows them to continue to behave in ways that deliver the sort of humour their audience expects. Episodic children’s stories also need to repeatedly provide a familiar set of characters that the child is expecting to meet whichever book or episode they read or watch, e.g. Paddington Bear and Winnie-the-Pooh.


Your characters’ goals and beliefs


As well as informing people what to do when they face choices and need to make decisions, beliefs underpin the goals we strive to achieve. For people to work consciously towards a goal, they need to hold three basic beliefs that support their choice to work towards the outcomes they wish to achieve. They have to believe:



•  that it is possible to achieve the intended outcome



•  that they have the ability to achieve the intended outcome



•  that they deserve to achieve the intended outcome.


Once again, our characters are no exception and these three basic beliefs support any outcome a character strives to achieve. However (just like the beliefs of real people) these three basic beliefs will be founded on a whole raft of beliefs within a character’s belief system.
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Case study







In the 1994 film The Shawshank Redemption, Andy Dufresne is wrongly convicted of the murder of his wife and her lover. Once in prison, Andy works on his goals of escaping - by chipping through his cell wall day after day with a rock hammer - and bringing to justice the corrupt members of the prison staff. The three basic beliefs required can be seen in action here as well as the beliefs that support them.
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