
 

© 2013 Neil Landau 

             
 
21 Questions to Keep You on Track 
 
by Neil Landau 
 
A few words of advice before you begin: 
 

• These questions are intended as a diagnostic exercise to help you get started on 
creating a structural blueprint for your screenplay—or to address problems in a 
completed draft.  

 
• Although these questions are numbered 1–21, this is not necessarily a 

chronological exercise. You may find it preferable to answer them out of order.  
Start at the ending and work backwards, or jump around to what you know first. 

 
• There are an infinite number of ways to answer each question. Challenge yourself 

to find the freshest, boldest, most resonant approach. Transcend the obvious.  
 

• If you experience exasperation as you endeavor to answer these questions, do not 
despair. This is an extremely challenging task. Remember, you are creating a 
world. Be patient. Take your time; this isn’t a race. 

 
• Perfectionism can be death to the nascent creative process. Take risks, 

experiment, cut loose, and have fun with all the possibilities.  
 

• These questions are suggested guidelines to build and refine your screenplay— 
and not intended to be an absolute formula.   

 
1. What’s the “catch”? That is, what is the “hook” or central conflict of your 

premise?   
This will be the “but” at the center of your premise.   
Examples: Erin Brockovich: a single mom takes on a giant utilities conglomerate, 
but she’s uneducated and broke; Little Miss Sunshine: a family of losers pins its 
hopes on a children’s beauty pageant, but the road to victory is paved with 
misfortune and their finalist daughter is hopelessly gawky; The Bourne Identity: 
an assassin is being hunted, but has no memory of his past; Knocked Up: a 
slacker must prepare for fatherhood, but he’s still an immature child himself; 
American Beauty: a lost man falls in lust, but with his teenaged daughter’s best 
friend.  Notice the central conflict in each idea. 

 
It’s essential to clarify your “hook” before you begin writing your screenplay! The 
“but” will provide you with the foundation and “narrative drive” for the second act.   
 

2. a) What genre and tone are you establishing?   
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b) What is the main setting of the story?    
Hint: Think of setting as another character in your script.   
c) What is the primary time period of the story? Present day? Period piece? In the 
future? Be specific.   
d) What is the time frame of the story, i.e. over how many days, weeks, months, 
years (or hours) does the entire story take place?   
Hint: It’s easier to sustain suspense over the shortest amount of time possible. 
 

3. a) Who is your protagonist?   
b) How old is he/she for the bulk of the movie?   
c) What is most relevant about his/her backstory?   
d) In what way is he/she desperate in Act One?   
e) Why does his/her story start today?   
f) What are your movie’s first and last images? How have you visually 
demonstrated a character change in opening/closing images? These may not be 
the literal opening and closing images, but do you have two images in the first and 
last 10 minutes that are near mirror opposites and show character growth/change? 
 

4. What is the most valuable aspect of his/her “ordinary world”?   
Hint: This should ideally be something of value that your protagonist stands to 
lose if he/she fails to act in the face of the crisis at the end of act one. This will 
establish the stakes (both emotional and tangible) in the second and third acts. 
 

5. What is your protagonist’s main character flaw?   
This will be something that limits him/her in the “ordinary world,” and he/she 
will have the opportunity to overcome in the course of the story.   
 

6. a) What is the “inciting incident” or threshold to the crisis?   
This will occur in the middle of Act One (around page 10) and will facilitate your 
protagonist’s taking some form of risk.   
b) After the inciting incident, what does your protagonist “do” to try to avoid the 
“call to action”?  
Great protagonists often fight or refuse this “call to duty” but the accruing, 
ongoing challenges and/or the agent or event of change compel him/her to act. 
Joseph Campbell referred to this as the “reluctant hero.”  
 

7. Who/what is the antagonist?  
This person or force will directly impede your protagonist from attaining his/her 
main goal. On an existential level, your protagonist will always also be his/her 
own antagonist—but you will also need an external one. If your plot is lacking 
dramatic tension/conflict, you’ll need to make your antagonist stronger. Ideally, in 
Acts One and Two your antagonist will appear to be more powerful than your 
protagonist, and your protagonist will need to get stronger and bolder by Act 
Three in order to overcome this threatening force.   
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8. a) What is the specific incident that occurs at Plot Point One (the end of Act 
One)?  Think of Plot Point One as your first act climax. This specific incident 
will create a crisis in your protagonist’s life.   
b) What is this crisis?  
 

9. a) What action must he/she take in the face of this crisis?  
Think of this active goal as Plan “A.” Ideally, your protagonist will have both a 
positive and negative goal; this +/- polarity will generate dramatic tension (or 
“heat”) to keep the story engine running.   
b) What will happen if this goal is not achieved—what’s at stake?    
 

10. What is the central mystery in the plot? What hidden or obscured truth comes to 
light by the end of the movie? 
 

11. a) What is the mid-point of the plot?   
b) What unforeseen obstacle is now in the way?   
c) How does this unexpected event place your main character in an “existential 
dilemma”? 
 

12. a) What is Plot Point Two—the second act climax that occurs at the end of Act 
Two?   
This will be another specific incident that causes your protagonist to abandon or 
dramatically alter his/her original plan (the Plan “A” set up at the end of act 
one) in favor of a new Plan “B.” What is the specific incident that sparks this 
shift in goals? 
 

13. a) What epiphany does your protagonist have about his/her life that creates new 
choices about his/her destiny? This will put your character at a crossroads.   
b) What are the two roads/choices? How do the stakes intensify as a result of this 
epiphany? 
 

14. Your protagonist’s decision about which road to take will spark a new goal at the 
start of Act Three.   
a) What is this new goal (Plan “B”?)   
b) How is Plan “B” substantively different than Plan “A”?   
 

15. What is the “ticking clock” or deadline in which this new goal must be 
accomplished? 
 

16. a) What is the BIG CLIMAX of the movie?   
b) What is the content of the showdown between protagonist and antagonist?   
c) How has the above-mentioned character flaw been overcome? What truth 
emerges in your protagonist’s life? 
 

17. a) How does the central mystery resolve?  
b) Who is your “pivotal character”?   
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This is the single character that most fosters change in the protagonist and pushes 
him/her to his/her best (or higher) self. The protagonist may see this person as an 
antagonist for early parts of the story, but he/she is not. An antagonist stands 
against what the protagonist “should do.” The agent of change fights the 
protagonist by not allowing him/her to forget, to go back to living a life of quiet 
desperation. Events and internal changes can happen, but just as a strong 
antagonist is important to exceptional films to externalize this, so is a strong 
agent of change. Michael Clayton had Arthur Edens. Erin Brockovich had 
George (he's a little more functional character, freeing her from taking care of 
kids, but he is agent of change in forcing her to confront her major character flaw, 
her unwillingness to trust, to be vulnerable to take the chip off of her shoulder; 
this forces the change that allows her to work with Ed and ultimately get the 
money and win the case). LA Confidential: Bud had Lynn; she forces him to 
confront his anger and why he beats up wife-beaters, so that he can be whole and 
in a loving, “true” relationship with her; the co-protagonist, Exley, had Jack (who 
gives his life rediscovering his morals).    
 

18. What is “The End” place of your movie? How much gets wrapped up? 
 

19. What is the theme of the piece? That is, what does the entire screenplay stand 
for?   
 

20. a) Why is this story emotionally gripping?   
b) Why are you compelled to write this?   
c) What would you like the audience to come away with?   
d) What will compel the audience to care about your characters? 
 

21. a) What is your working title—and why?  
b) What sequence/structure have you chosen to tell your film? 
The two most common are linear (Up in the Air, Precious, The Hurt Locker, etc.) 
and begin at the end, jump back and fill the audience in on how story got there 
(Slumdog Millionaire, Michael Clayton, Reservoir Dogs). The film Out of Sight 
starts in the middle and zigzags backward and then forward.  
Why is this the best structure for maintaining tension and suspense for your story? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 


