
Crafting Irresistible Story Concepts & Beginnings
With Erin Swann

Hooks That 
Don’t Let Go



Hook Readers Emotionally/Intellectually
Establish internal logic, stakes, and momentum
Derived from character-driven urgency,
testing ideas, and crafted openings that
immerse instead of explain.

Strong 
Concepts & Beginnings



Concept Testing

Problem-Focused Structure

Continuous Tension

Desire-driven Entry

Overview



Is your story’s problem
the right one?

The one problem that complicates everything else

External: Can the problem sustain the entire novel?

Internal:  Is the Problem capable of forcing your protagonist to
make their inner change?



Does your concept WORK for your story, inside and out?

Problem Potential

Can your
problem build?

Real-world
consequences

to face?

Clear
Deadline?

Ex
te

rn
al

In
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Force to confront
misbelief?

Does the
consequence cost
big emotionally?



Katniss must survive the Hunger Games (and later the rebellion) after volunteering to take her sister’s place.

The Hunger Games Suzanne Collins
Ex

te
rn

al
: 1. Builds: Reaping --> the Games --> the victory tour --> Quarter Quell -->full rebellion.

In
te
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al

:

2. Specific consequence: If she fails, she dies (or Prim dies. Loved ones and district are destroyed)

3. Ticking clock: The Games are a countdown; rebellion deadlines and threats of execution.

4. Forces misbelief struggle: Katniss’s misbelief - “Emotional connections = weakness and will
get you killed.” The plot repeatedly forces her to form alliances, care for and lead others.

5. Inaction cost: Walking away means certain death for herself and/or Prim + destruction of
her world. She has no real choice.



The Bennet sisters must secure advantageous marriages while navigating society’s expectations.

Pride and Prejudice Jane Austen
Ex

te
rn

al
: 1. Builds: Wealthy bachelors arrive --> misunderstandings --> scandals --> family financial

pressure --> proposals

In
te
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al

:

2. Specific consequence: If they don’t marry well, the estate goes to Mr. Collins, leaving the
women destitute 

3. Ticking clock: Mr. Bennet’s mortality + the entailment on the estate + Lydia’s scandal

4. Forces misbelief struggle: Elizabeth’s misbelief - “I can judge character perfectly and must
avoid marrying for anything but the deepest love and respect.” The plot forces her to confront
her own pride/prejudice

5. Inaction cost: She cannot simply opt out—her family’s ruin is imminent without action.



Gatsby’s quest to reunite with Daisy and reclaim the past through wealth and parties in 1920s

Ex
te

rn
al

:
In

te
rn

al
:

The Great Gatsby F. Scott Fitzgerald

1. Builds: Gatsby’s mysterious presence --> parties --> reunion --> affair --> tragedy

2. Specific consequence: If Gatsby fails to win Daisy, his entire constructed identity and dream
collapse (he loses the illusion that has defined his life).

3. Ticking clock: Tom’s growing suspicion, the heat of the confrontation day, and the looming
consequences of bootlegging/murder.

4. Forces misbelief struggle: Gatsby believes “The past can be repeated and money can buy
happiness/love.” The plot relentlessly tests this against reality.

5. Inaction cost: Gatsby cannot walk away; his whole life is built on this obsession.



Inciting Incident

Common Problems

Isn’t always enough motivation for a sustained story

De-emphasizes the importance of change

It's not personal enough

The challenge is a single package instead of incremental

The "thing" that pushes our
protagonist into action.



Problem-Focused
Structure

3-Event Inciting Incident
1. Long-Standing Social Problem
2. Intimidating Opportunity
3.Unforeseen Conflict Arises



Elizabeth faces the long-standing issue of financial
insecurity. She disdains marriage for money and
values independence/judgment of character.

 Pride and Prejudice

Problem Opportunity

Conflict

by Jane Austen

The arrival of the wealthy bachelors in
the neighborhood. Elizabeth meets Darcy
and interacts with new social circle.

Elizabeth’s immediate dislike of Darcy creates personal conflict. Darcy
interferes in Jane’s romance and Elizabeth hears Wickham’s story—pitting
her against Darcy and forcing her to confront her own prejudices.



Clarice is a young FBI trainee struggling with her
traumatic past and feeling like an outsider who
must constantly prove herself.

The Silence of the Lambs

Problem Opportunity

Conflict

by Thomas Harris

Assigned to interview Hannibal Lecter as
part of a serial killer hunt, which could
advance her career.

Lecter’s psychological manipulation creates an intellectual/emotional battle.
Probes Clarice’s weaknesses as Buffalo Bill claims more victims. This pits her
against Lecter’s mind games, institutional sexism, and her own vulnerabilities.



A racially divided town and a mysterious
neighbor (Boo Radley). Atticus faces moral
challenges as a lawyer in this environment.

To Kill a Mockingbird

Problem Opportunity

Conflict

by Harper Lee

Atticus is appointed to defend a Black
man wrongly accused of SA. 
Chance to stand for justice.

The decision immediately creates conflict with the town’s racist elements,
putting the family in danger and forcing Scout to grapple with morality,
empathy, and courage.



Continuous Tension Tension = Conflict

Enemies trapped together
Experiencing a character’s fear (even in small ways)
Experiencing a character’s embarrassment
A change in relationship
Being surprised (good or bad)

Pay attention! This matters to you!



Bond people together 
through relationships & environment

Crucibles

The Best Revenge: A Novel of Broadway by Sol Stein

Opposities
as Business
Partners

Family Ties
good/bad

Loveless
Marriage



Location where action takes place,
but not what necessarily pulls the characters together

Die Hard

Closed Environments

It serves as a limitation/obstacle to add tension



apollo 13

Robinson Crusoe

Project Hail Mary

Lost

Trapped in a contained space with limited
resources and time

Locked together to save their species while in
a closed environment with limited resources

Deserted island, isolated and hard to
escape

A deserted island frames the real crucible - the characters
that are drawn to each other and the island itself

Closed Environment Crucible



What Can I do now?

look with fresh eyes

Test your inner and outer conflict
Challenge your inciting incident

Look at the pressure your environment or situation cause

YOU’VE GOT THIS!

Don’t let the challenge
hold your story back





thank you!

Writing the Breakout Novel - Donald Maass
The Secrets of Story - Matt Bird

Story Genius - Lisa Cron
On Writing - Sol Stein
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