Mastering
Suspense in Any




Story Foundation

. A story = protagonist with a goal + adversary blocking it
. Each scene: hero tries — adversary resists — hero fails or
success leads to bigger problem

Character revealed through adversity and conflict




Why Suspense Matters

o Readers want to lose themselves in the story
o Identification happens when the hero reveals his inner

self

Hope for success + fear of failure = suspense




Definition of Suspense

o Anticipation + fear about what happens next
o Readers must fear the worst for a character they care

about




Starting Strong

o  Start with drama, conflict, fear, or violence

o  Delay background — add later

Grab attention on page 1




Promises of Disaster

o Ask: What can go wrong?
. Make disasters emotional and relatable

Push the hero to the limit or breaking point



Rules for Promises

«  Make promises frequently

«  Pay off every promise

o  When one is resolved, make a bigger one
«  Biggest promise = climax

Failing promises = reader betrayal




Tension vs. Action

o Slow story = lack of tension, not lack of action
« Action resolves suspense; it doesn’t create it
o  Excessive violence — numbing

Instead: rack up tension with bigger promises
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Core Principle

« Suspense comes when the hero faces her greatest fear
o  Risk: losing what matters most
o Readers only care about characters who are

sympathetic & interesting




Sympathetic Characters

o Introuble or suffering

o  Underdogs

o  Vulnerable (physically, mentally, socially)

o  Deserving (courage, compassion, selflessness)

Note: Villains can also be sympathetic if well-motivated




Interesting Characters

. Important, unusual, extraordinary
. Wish-fulfillment: live through their achievements
. Traits:

o  Powerful or highly skilled

o  Unusual, eccentric, mysterious

o Attractive, funny, dangerous, or surprising

Contrast characters for variety & conflict




Characters with Goals

. Goals must truly matter
3 Examples: survive, escape, win, lead, free, change the world
. Make clear early:

o  What she wants

o  Why it matters (primal motivations)

o  Obstacles

Consequences of failure




Strong Opponents

o  Must be as strong or stronger than hero

o Not always villains — can be nature, society, rivals
o Avoid cliché “pure evil”

o Show antagonist’s motivations & strengths

Reveal opponent’s growing power and influence




Tailoring Characters

. Traits affect suspense:

o  Reckless vs cautious

o  Brave vs cowardly

o  Haunted by destiny, prophecy, or burden
. Use limitations & flaws for suspense

Add unpredictable “loose cannons”




Removing Defenses

. Heighten suspense when hero:
o Loses weapon, injured, trapped, too late to help
o  Forgets critical spell, fails under pressure

o  Believes destiny makes efforts hopeless




Emotional Shifts

. Rapid changes build suspense:
o Unease — fear — terror — hysteria
o  Irritation — anger — rage

Inner conflict intensifies tension




Anticipation & Expectation

o  Hero dwells on looming events
o  Complicated plans with overconfidence
o  Build expectation — crush it with failure

Other characters’ expectations heighten stress




Romantic & Sexual Tension

o Alternate with action-based suspense
o Barriers & obstacles to relationships

Use secrets, enemies, or social divisions




Micro-Tension

«  Moment-by-moment suspense
. Comes from emotional friction between characters

«  Found in dialogue, action, inner conflict

Even allies & lovers should have tension




Techniques for Micro-Tension

o Dialogue: show doubt, disagreement, power struggles
« Action: show hero’s inner emotions, break clichés

« Sex/violence: focus on subtle emotions, vivid detail

e Quiet moments: reveal inner conflict, conflicting

emotions
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Story Begins with a Problem

. Character faces a problem or forms a goal
. Types of problems:
o Danger

o  Want or Lack
Puzzle or Mystery




Danger Creates Suspense

. Threats can be:
o  Physical (life, health, senses)
o  Sexual (assault, pregnancy, disease)
o  Psychological (abuse, bullying, brainwashing)
o  Emotional or moral (crime, corruption)
) Dangers may target:
o Relationships, career, property, sanity, freedom
. Hero as danger to self or others

. Use darkest fears, nightmares, paranoia




Wants and Lacks

. Desperate needs drive suspense:
o Love, romance, friendship
o  Escape from oppressive life

o  Mastery of a skill, dream, or art




Puzzles and Mysteries

. Especially strong in crime & mystery genres
. Suspense comes from curiosity
. Readers want to know:

o How the hero solves it

o  What the answer is




Forcing the Hero to Face the Problem

« No choice: trapped in dangerous situation
o  Moral/ethical code: can’t walk away
o  Professional duty: bound to act

Initially refuses, later persuaded




Raising the Stakes

. Readers need to know the stakes

. Raise suspense by:
o Increasing the prize for success
o Increasing the price of failure

o Or both at once

Stakes affect hero, loved ones, or duty-bound individuals




Making the Problem Harder

o Increase likelihood of failure
«  Show personal consequences

Threats to hero’s friends/family are most suspenseful



Deadlines

e Add aticking clock
o  Constantly remind of time limits
o  Then cut them in half

Slow down key scenes to intensify suspense




Breaking Reader Expectations

o  Readers anticipate outcomes based on past stories
o Ifthey can predict, suspense dies
o  Use twists, reversals, new problems

Confound expectations to keep tension high
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Plot Core

. Plot = Hero’s actions to solve the problem vs. Opponent’s actions
to block
. Each hero attempt:
o  Blocked or fails

o  Or leads to bigger problems

Suspense builds — explosive climax




Make the Problem Clear

. Show early:
o Hero’s real goal
o  Nature of obstacle/opponent

Story truly begins when goal is formed and pursued




Put Hero at a Disadvantage

o  Hero lacks knowledge or misunderstands problem
«  Missing key skills or resources

o  Personality flaws blind or cripple hero

Physical, mental, emotional, or social handicap




Increase the Pressure

o  Test hero to breaking point

o Take away allies, assets, options

o Distract with dilemmas, temptations, or betrayals
o  Undermine escape routes & beliefs

«  Use foreboding, irony, or withheld info

Introduce red herrings & false conclusions




Conflict Everywhere

o  With opponent
o  With family, friends, allies
o  With strangers or institutions

«  With environment (weather, politics, culture)
With inner self




Inner Conflicts & Dilemmas

. Impossible choices:
o Save one friend, let the other die

o  Family vs. duty; justice vs. honour

Agonising challenges test courage, morality, and willpower




Dramatic Irony

. Readers know what hero doesn’t:
o  Trap closing in
o  Villain’s perspective

o Delayed delivery of vital news

Creates edge-of-seat suspense



Use the Unknown

Places tied to past tragedies
Facing real-life or uncanny dangers

Everyday ordeals (exam, interview, meeting family)



Perilous Settings

«  Move scenes to dangerous places (factories, sinking
ships)

«  Make safe places threatening (fog, riots, plague)

Shift time: day — night, peace — war



Mysteries & Puzzles

. Readers crave answers:
o  Why did the disaster happen?
o Is the document true or false?

o  What do the clues mean?

Use intellectual or physical puzzles




Secrets

«  Big secrets can fuel a whole novel
«  Small secrets heighten suspense within scenes

Drip-feed clues to deepen intrigue




Subtext

. Hidden tension beneath the surface
. Sources:
o Hero’s concealed emotions
o  Hidden agendas

o  Environmental cues (oil on stairs, red glow)

Body language & behaviour




Reversals

Break clichés & expectations

Lead readers one way — surprise with reversal

Use to refresh characters, plot, and conflicts




Turn Events into Questions

«  Avoid resolving too quickly
o  Events should raise more questions

Draw out answers across scenes or chapters




Make It Worse

«  Always escalate problems

o  Adversity reveals character

The worse it gets, the more readers worry — more suspense
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Why Structure Matters

. Readers want to:
o Identify with characters
o  Suffer and hope alongside them
o  Dread failure, long for success
. Suspense builds — climax — release

Structure ensures tension rises & pays off




Core Structural Needs

o  Present hero and goal early
o  Show struggle vs. adversary
«  End scenes/chapters with uncertainty

Resolve problem at climax with full release




Structuring the Beginning

o  Create sympathetic, interesting hero
o  Clarify story problem & stakes

« Reveal obstacle/adversary

Add twists to break stereotypes




Hero’s Actions & Outcomes

. Each scene’s actions should:
o Partially succeed but raise danger

o  Succeed — bigger problem

o Fail — worsen situation



Vary Hero’s Fortunes

« Avoid constant high pitch — desensitises readers
« Alternate tense and calm scenes
o  Temporary successes create false hope

Make failures progressively worse toward climax




Antagonist’s Reactions

Escalate troubles at worst moments

Think from antagonist’s POV

Build progressively worse obstacles until climax




Heighten Critical Scenes

. Identify turning points (love, crisis, war, verdicts)
. Build with:

o  Foreshadowing & omens

o Small hints or reversals

o  Contrast before climax (calm — chaos)

o  Show setting early to avoid slowdown

Use sensory detail, isolation, pauses, stakes, slow motion




Hero’s Experience in Critical Scenes

«  Show heightened emotions & sensory details
«  Expose terror and inner conflict

Aftermath: hero reflects, emotes, and plans anew



Climax & Resolution

o  Vary scene endings: drama, twists, questions, or wit
o  Climax = highest tension & resolution of story problem

o  Weak climax/resolution = disappointment

Provide sense of completion (or series clifthanger)




Editing for Suspense

o Rate each scene (1-10) for suspense

o  Graph should zigzag upward to climax, then drop off
«  Fix flat periods, weak stakes, or poor obstacles

«  Balance thought, action, and emotion

o  Ensure twists & disasters at scene ends

Adjust character traits to heighten suspense



THANKS!

Any questions?

You can find me @

LSHAWKER.COM
LSHawker@gmail.com

This presentation is available in PDF format at LSHawker.com/writing-resources
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