


Let’s be completely clear, this 
isn’t a “male writers” problem, 
this is a trap any writer can 

fall into if they aren’t mindful...



Flaws Strengths

Make sure your female character has...

Personality 
Conflicts

Complicated 
Backstory

Motivation/Goal

Growth



• Madwoman in the attic

• Angel in the house

• Sacrificial virgin 

• Whore who must die for redemption

• Witch (but not the cool, fully - rounded kind)

• She is formless, passive, subordinate, selfless, and 

has narrowness of character.

Avoid Stereotypes!
Some of the historical stereotypes seen in literature:



• Loud and abrasive characters who often take 

on traditionally masculine roles or skill sets

• All my friends are guys

• I'm not like other girls -  “Cool Girl”

• femme fatale fantasy

• Modest, shy woman who doesn't know she's 

special, beautiful, etc...

• Takes off her glasses and she's gorgeous

• Usually has a man bring her out of her shell

Modern Stereotypes:



3.  Manic - Pixie - Dream Girl

• Quirky as a personality

• Used as tool to develop male character4. 

4. Mary Sue

• Stand in for the author

• Perfect, the chosen one, flat

5. Broody McBrooderson

• Everything is always wrong

• Jenny from Forrest Gump

6. Can you think of more?

Modern Stereotypes:



strong female character = 
well developed character



There is no trait, action, 
or feeling that is 

universal to all women.



1. Does her story arc depend on male characters?

2. Does her goal or motivation depend on male characters? 

3.  Are there multiple female characters or is she the "token" 
woman (queer person/differently abled/ minority)? 

4. Do you describe her appearance more than you 
describe the male characters' appearance? 

5. Does she have agency? 

Litmus test:



Why does it matter?



Our goal should be to write fully-

formed female characters 

with depth, flaws, and growth.



Give her female friends and allies!



Mini Write:
Who are the female allies to your 

female character? 



Give her motivations/goals

Katniss (Hunger Games): Wants to survive, wants to 
save her family 

Jo March (Little Women): Wants to 
become a famous author, and wants her 
family to stay together 

Cassie (Promising Young Woman): Seeking revenge for her 
friend who took her life after a sexual assault



Mini Write:
What are the goals or motivations of 
your female character? If she doesn’t 

have any, brainstorm some ideas.



Give her flaws.
Eleanor (Eleanor Oliphant is Completely 
Fine): standoffish, tactless (although 
she is on the spectrum, so I don't know 
that this qualifies as a flaw per se), not 
dealing with PTSD

Elizabeth Harmon (The Queen's Gambit): addiction issues 
she doesn't seek help for, self-destructive, cares more about 
the game than people, all or nothing attitude

Fleabag (Fleabag): Self-destructive, hasn't 
forgiven herself for her friend's death



Mini Write:
Come up with a diverse set of flaws for 

your female character.



Give her strengths.

Merida (Brave): Brave, resilient, 
independent 

Hermione (Harry Potter):  
Stands up for others, values 
her education, brave

Eleven (Stranger Things): 
loyal, honest, protective



Mini Write:
Come up with a diverse set of strengths 

for your female character.



Give her a complicated backstory.

Offred (The Handmaid's Tale): failed to 
escape to Canada with her husband and 
child, indoctrinated into life as a Handmaid by 
the Aunts, and her friend Moira escaped from 
the indoctrination facility.

Wanda (WandaVision): Parents killed by Stark 
weapon, manipulated by people, lots and lots 
of trauma and backstory.

Amy (Gone Girl): Inspiration for the Amazing Amy books 
by her parents that she can never live up to. 
Deteriorating marriage, unfaithful husband, husband 
uprooted her from her life in New York when they both 
lost their jobs. 



Mini Write:
List three things that make your female 

character’s backstory complicated. 



Give her personality conflicts
Kind, selfless -  prideful, judgemental

idealistic, perseveres -  
short - sighted, stubborn

visionary, idealistic -  
unrealistic, ruthless

Elizabeth Bennet (Pride and Prejudice): Kind and selfless, 
while also prideful and judgmental Leslie Knope (Parks and Recreation): idealistic, 

perseveres, while also short-sighted and stubborn, 
doesn't listen to others

Catherine (The Great): Visionary, idealistic, while 
also unrealistic, out of touch, and ruthless



Mini Write:
Come up with as many personality 

conflicts as possible.



Give her growth.

Elle Woods (Legally Blonde): Starts the 
movie chasing a guy, and ends with 
strong female friendships and her own 
career with newly discovered talents 
she'd never explored before.    

Barbie (The Barbie Movie): Literally starts out a "perfect" 
doll and discovers she is flawed and actually prefers being 
human to being perfect. She likes to cry.  

Devi (Never Have I Ever): Begins the series as 
an immature teen not wanting to face the 
grief she feels for her father's death, 
desperately wants a boyfriend no matter 
what. By the end of the series, she has 
become more accepting of herself and her 
family. Gains perspective. 



Mini Write:
How does your female character grow? 



BOOBIES!
(But seriously, stop it...)

  

Let’s talk appearance!



The following slides are real examples 
of men writing women poorly! 

Warning… It’s very, very stupid.









The Diamond Age, Neal Stephenson



The Count of Monte Cristo, Alexandre Dumas  



The Things They Carried, Tim O'Brien







We Can Remember It For You Wholesale, Philip K. Dick





With male or female characters, 
how are you using descriptions of their 

appearance to build that character? 

It’s not just about making them look cool.
 



Clothes are an important part of story -
telling, but they should be used 

purposefully. 

Go from playing dress - up, to using clothing 
as part of your character development.  

Let’s talk clothes!



Suicide Squad (2016) Birds of Prey (2020)

Harley Quinn’s dumb outfit in Suicide Squad. No woman is 
going to dress like that for anything physical. Those short 
shorts would ride up your bum and you’d break your ankle 
in the stilettos.

There’s a huge difference with the outfits in Birds of 
Prey, which was written, directed, and produced by 
women. High-rise denim shorts, sports bra, and a 
chunky wedge (or trainers, I think?) is a way better 
outfit for causing mayhem.



Scott Westerfield Grady Hendrix

Terry Pratchett Nick Hornby

Male authors who generally write female 
characters well...

James S.A. Corey Who else?



Lauren 
Danhof

Lauren.Danhof@gmail.com

LaurenDanhof.com

Sign up for my newsletter 
for slides, notes, and other 

writing tips!

Contact me:

I wrote this!
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