
 

How to Write a Short Story: The Complete Guide in 9 Steps 
In a short story, a writer has to accomplish a great deal — details, setting, conflict, plot, character development — 
in a very small space, usually between 3,000 words and 6,000 words, and that requires concision and revision. Read 
the tips below to find out how to write a short story that will get published, get readers that love you, and get 
attention from an agent. 

 

1. Start with an Idea 
The first step to writing a short story is to have an idea. 

You can get inspiration from real-life events – whether they happened to you, a grandparent who told you a story, 
or even the combination of little tidbits you hear from here and there. 

 

2. Pick a Point of View 
Is your character telling the story? Then you’re writing in 1st person. “I.” 

Are you telling the story for someone else? Then you’re writing in 3rd person. “He” or “She.” 

Are you going to go into multiple people’s heads, and tell information that the character can’s know? Then you’re 
writing in 3rd person omniscient. “He” or “She.” 

Now, decide whose eyes the story will be told through. Remember, you can’t switch halfway through the story. Once 
you pick a point of view, you have to stick with it. A good rule of thumb for beginning writers is to use the protagonist. 

 

3. Learn About Your Character 
These are the six questions you have to know about every character: 

 What does your protagonist want?  
 What major decision or action has your protagonist taken to achieve this?  
 What unexpected consequences arise?  
 What results from these consequences?  
 What morally significant action does your protagonist have to make?  
 How has your protagonist changed by the end of the story?  

 
Your job as a writer is to develop a living, breathing character, and the only way to do that is to make sure 
you know more about your characters than what you ever let your reader know.   

 

4. Avoid Character Cliches 
1. Don’t outright explain your character’s appearance, personality, etc. Let readers discover this character 

on their own as they read.  

2. Give your character weaknesses. Perfect people don’t exist.  

3. Give your character at least one unique characteristic. Does she play the flute? Does he have an 
embarrassingly ugly laugh? Does she notice the smell of everything? 

4. If you must have an outright description of a character, make it seem natural. Have the character describe 
him or herself to another character, or have one character describing the other character to someone else. 



 

5. Give Your Character Conflict 
Make sure to have conflict. Don’t set up the conflict, start your story right in the middle of the conflict. This is 
called, “In Media Res.” It means to start in the middle of the action so the reader isn’t bored. 

There are several types of conflict, but ask yourself what type of conflict you want to emphasize: 

 Conflict with self 
 Conflict with others 
 Conflict with the natural world 

 
Make sure to “have something at stake.” In other words, what happens if the characters don’t get what they want? It 
should be something that ruins them. If there is nothing at stake in your story, you need to “raise the stakes.” 

 

 

6. Show, Don’t Tell  
Don’t just tell me that your dad is hilarious. Show me by what he says and does, and then let me decide if he is 
funny or not.  

There’s a difference between writing an anecdote (the type of story you would tell a friend over dinner) and a 
quality short story (the type of story where readers are set inside the action)..  

Telling will give the reader the facts, but showing engages their mind, emotions, and imagination. Sometimes it’s 
good and necessary to give the cold, hard facts (such as notes to your teacher), but the writing we’re interested in 
makes the reader feel something. A story like this will engage the reader in such a way that he or she won’t easily 
forget it.  

If you struggle with being a storyteller, do some writing exercises to help you get better at showing and not telling. 
One idea would be to take your setting and, without listing the name, describe it. Describe everything about it 
from the smell, the taste, the appearance, the texture, etc. Leave nothing undone. Imagine yourself as waking up 
in this setting with no recollection of where you are or how you had gotten there, and now you are straining over 
every minute detail trying to remember.   

 

 

7. Advance the Action (Plot!) 
“Every sentence must do one of two things – reveal character or advance the action.” - Kurt Vonnegut  

The plot is what your story hinges on because it is the series of events that take place in your story. It is the 
storyline, and the sequential events in your novel (exposition, rising action, climax, etc.) are big factors in 
determining whether or not your story is individually unique or just about the same as everything else out there.  

If you want to keep readers on their toes, the plot of your story should always take an unexpected turn, whether at 
the beginning or the end.  

Why?  

Because it keeps the story interesting!  

 

 

 



 

 

8. First Draft  
Once you have a good idea of the story, a point of view, deep characters, and the idea of showing and not telling in 
your head, you must simply write. 

Don’t worry so much about having a catchy first paragraph or too many details right now. Now, you simply need to 
worry about getting everything on paper.   

An 8,000 word story will probably end up as a 4,000 word short story after you go through cutting out unnecessary 
sentences. 

When you finish: 

 Edit again. Maybe three or four times. 
 Remove sentences that don’t serve a purpose. 
 Make sure your beginning is catchy 
 Make sure you have a solution to your conflict (can be open-ended with character beginning to change 

and now see things differently) 
 Show it to a critical writing friend and revise based on their suggestions. 
 Be willing to share the final version to others 

 

 

9. A Final Crucial Trick  
I once heard some valuable advice that has stuck with me:  

When you write a story, don’t save any of your ideas for later, grander books, and don’t write like you 
want everyone to like it. Pour your soul into every word and write as though you are writing to please one person.  

Why?  

Writing to please everyone will water your story down and steal its uniqueness. Even if you’re planning to please a 
group of people, remember that nothing in the world can replicate the individuality of a single person, and that’s 
how you should want your story to be.  

Also remember that giving your all on every story is important because this story may be the only story that 
someone reads by you. What imprint do you want to leave in their mind?  

 

Source:  Bookfox is a creative writing website hosted by author John Matthew Fox, and award-winning writer of short stories. 

http://thejohnfox.com/2016/07/how-to-write-a-short-story-9-steps/ 


