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AuthorOS Writing Guides 

How to Find and Develop Your Story Idea 

Where story ideas actually come from, how to test whether an idea has enough 

substance to sustain a full novel, and how to move from a vague concept to a 

premise with enough shape to begin. 

 

I N T R O D U C T I O N  

The problem is rarely a shortage of ideas. 

Most writers who feel they do not have a story idea are wrong. They have ideas. What they do not yet 

have is the ability to distinguish between an idea that is genuinely worth pursuing and one that feels 

exciting now but will exhaust itself long before the manuscript is finished. The two feel identical at the 

start. The difference only becomes clear when you know what to look for. 

This guide covers where story ideas actually come from, how to test whether a promising premise has 

the structural potential to carry a book-length narrative, and how to develop a vague concept into 

something with enough shape to begin planning and writing. It is written for writers who have an idea 

they are not yet sure about, and for writers who are looking for a way to generate ideas more 

deliberately than waiting for inspiration to arrive. 

The guide also addresses the worldbuilding trap: the point at which the pleasure of building a fictional 

world begins to substitute for the harder work of building a story, and how to recognise when you 

have crossed from productive preparation into productive-feeling avoidance. 

My own story arrived accidentally. I was toying with an idea for a children's book: an alien world 

with magnificent landscapes, exotic creatures both lovable and frightening, and beings from 

different planets mingling at a resort built to welcome all and promote understanding and peace. 

The worldbuilding began in earnest. The story did not. What emerged instead was a young girl 

with an alien, very cute dog-like creature as her companion. I created images, wrote short stories 

about their adventures, exploring landscapes together and finding creatures to play with or 

avoid. I even built a website dedicated to them, which exists to this day, waiting to be developed 

when the time is right. Slowly, the story began to shift. The world started being seen through the 

dog's eyes rather than the girl's. It felt more alive that way, and the creature became more 

endearing with every scene. The girl faded and became peripheral. Then, as the worldbuilding 

continued, something else happened entirely. A completely different character emerged from 

nowhere. The alien dog faded too. A hero began to take shape, and the germ of an idea took hold 

and would not let go. It was too compelling to ignore. My trilogy emerged and forced me down a 

different route, one far more difficult and treacherous, and one I had very little idea how to 

navigate. The destination, publication of the trilogy, remains ahead. But I am still on the route. 



W H E R E  I D E A S  C O M E  F R O M  

The sources that produce story ideas worth pursuing 

Story ideas come from everywhere, which is not a helpful observation. The more useful question is 

what distinguishes the ideas that have real creative energy from the ones that feel interesting for five 

minutes and then fade. The answer usually lies in where the idea connects to something the writer 

genuinely cares about, is curious about, or is troubled by. An idea that comes from a real question, one 

the writer actually wants to spend two years exploring, has a different quality from an idea that 

arrived because it seemed clever. 

Observation and lived experience 

The most reliable source of story ideas is observation: of people, of situations, of the gap between how 

things appear and how they actually are. A character observed on a train, a conversation overheard in 

a restaurant, a news story that raises a question the writer cannot stop thinking about: these are the 

raw materials from which most fiction is made. The observation itself is not the idea. The idea is the 

question the observation generates. 

Lived experience is a related but distinct source. Not autobiography, which is rarely the right form for 

the material it contains, but the accumulated understanding of how people behave, what motivates 

them, what they conceal, and what they are capable of under pressure. A writer with real experience of 

how organisations work, how relationships fail, how people behave when frightened or powerful or 

desperate, has raw material that no amount of research can fully replicate. 

The what if question 

The most generative question in fiction is "what if." What if a civilisation knew its world was ending 

and had to choose who to save? What if a person discovered that their entire understanding of their 

own history was wrong? What if two people with irreconcilable beliefs were forced to depend on each 

other? The what if question takes a situation, a fact, or an observation and introduces a change, a 

constraint, or a pressure that forces the story into motion. 

A good what if question has two qualities: it creates immediate narrative pressure, and it implies a 

specific kind of character who would respond to that pressure in interesting ways. A what if question 

that could apply to anyone is less useful than one that requires a very particular kind of person to be at 

the centre of it. 

Existing material in new configurations 

Many of the most original stories are built from familiar elements combined in unfamiliar ways. Genre 

conventions, mythological structures, historical events, and established character archetypes are not 

constraints on originality: they are the shared vocabulary that allows a writer to communicate clearly 

with readers while doing something new within that familiar frame. The originality is in the 

combination and the execution, not in the complete absence of precedent. 

Reading widely and across genres is one of the most productive things a writer can do not because 

imitation is the goal, but because exposure to a wide range of stories builds an understanding of what 

has been done and where the unexplored territory lies. The writer who reads only within their own 

genre is working with a fraction of the available raw material. 



Looking back, the world I had been building contained the seeds of something larger all along. 

The landscapes, the creatures, the sense of different peoples and civilisations existing in the same 

space: all of it was raw material waiting for the right story to claim it. What it lacked was a 

protagonist with something at stake. The moment that person appeared, everything that had 

come before suddenly had a purpose it had not previously had. The worldbuilding that had felt 

directionless became a foundation. The concept became a story. I understood then that no 

amount of worldbuilding produces a novel on its own. The novel begins when a specific person 

arrives in the world with something to lose. 

T E S T I N G  T H E  I D E A  

How to know whether an idea can sustain a full novel 

The gap between an exciting premise and a viable novel is one that many writers discover only after 

they are thirty thousand words into a draft that has run out of momentum. Testing the idea before 

committing significant writing time to it is not a lack of faith in the creative process. It is a practical 

precaution that protects the writer from spending months on a project that was never going to hold 

together at full length. 

1. The premise test 

Can you state the premise of your novel in two or three sentences that include: who the story is about, 

what that person wants or needs, what stands in the way, and what is at stake if they fail? A premise 

that cannot be stated this clearly is not yet a premise. It is still a concept. The difference matters 

because a clear premise generates plot: it creates the engine that drives the narrative forward from 

opening to resolution. 

A premise is not a theme and it is not a setting. "A story set in a dying civilisation" is a setting. "A story 

about what it means to belong to a people whose history has been deliberately erased" is a theme. 

Neither is a premise on its own. The premise is the specific situation, character, and conflict that sets 

the story in motion. 

2. The character test 

Does the idea require a specific kind of person to be meaningful? The best story ideas are inseparable 

from the character who experiences them. If you can swap out the protagonist and the story unfolds 

identically, the idea is not yet connected to character in the way that produces compelling fiction. The 

protagonist's specific psychology, their particular flaw or fear or desire, should be the reason the story 

goes the way it does rather than some other way. 

The character test also asks: does this person have somewhere to go? A character who is already 

everything they need to be at the start of the story has no arc. The idea needs to contain within it the 

pressure that will force the protagonist to change, or to fail to change in a way that matters. 

3. The length test 

Can you imagine ten significant things that happen in this story? Not plot points in sequence, just 

events, decisions, revelations, reversals that feel like they belong in this world with these characters? If 



you can only think of three or four, the idea may not have enough material for a full novel. If you can 

think of thirty, the idea may be too sprawling and need to be focused before it becomes workable. 

The length test is approximate rather than definitive. It is a way of sensing whether the idea has 

enough internal complexity to sustain a book-length treatment, not a way of outlining the plot in 

advance. 

4. The commitment test 

Are you willing to spend two years with this idea? Not excited about it for a weekend, but genuinely 

willing to return to it day after day across the length of a first draft, a revision, and everything that 

follows? Writing a novel is a long relationship with an idea, and the ideas that sustain that relationship 

are ones that contain genuine complexity, genuine personal interest, and genuine unresolved 

questions that the writer wants to spend time exploring. 

An idea that seems clever but does not connect to anything the writer actually cares about will usually 

run out of energy in Act Two. The commitment test is not about enthusiasm at the start. It is about the 

kind of sustained interest that does not depend on novelty. 

F R O M  I D E A  T O  P R E M I S E  

Developing a concept into something workable 

An idea becomes a premise when it has a character, a conflict, and a direction. The development 

process is the work of finding those three things within the material the idea contains, and shaping 

them into a form that is specific enough to guide the writing without being so detailed that it removes 

the discovery that makes the writing worth doing. 

Finding the character 

Most ideas arrive as situations or concepts rather than as people. The first development task is to find 

the person who belongs at the centre of the idea, not a generic protagonist who could be anyone, but a 

specific individual whose particular history, psychology, and desire make them the right person to 

carry this story. 

The character and the concept should illuminate each other. The concept should create pressure that is 

specifically difficult for this character given who they are. The character should bring something to the 

concept that changes how it is experienced: a perspective, a limitation, a capability that shapes what 

the story becomes. 

Finding the conflict 

Conflict is what transforms a premise into a plot. It is not simply obstacle: it is the friction between 

what the protagonist wants and what stands in the way of getting it, and it operates at multiple levels 

simultaneously. The external conflict is the visible struggle. The internal conflict is what the external 

struggle is really about. The most compelling stories have both, and they are connected: resolving the 

external conflict requires something the character can only find by resolving the internal one. 

Knowing when to stop developing and start writing 



Development is necessary but it is not infinite. At some point the idea is developed enough to begin, 

and continuing to develop it instead of writing is a form of productive-feeling avoidance. The signal to 

begin is not the feeling that every question has been answered: some of the best material in any novel 

arrives during the writing itself, in ways that could not have been planned. The signal is the feeling that 

you know enough to write the first scene honestly. 

My most significant development mistake was excessive worldbuilding. I spent a great deal of 

time building the physical reality of the story: the planets, the geography, the ecosystems, the 

flora and fauna, the sizes and distances. All of it interesting, most of it ultimately irrelevant to the 

story I was actually telling. The worldbuilding felt productive because it was detailed and specific 

and it produced real material. What it did not do was advance the story. At some point I had to 

step back from the world I had built and return to the people in it, and recognise that the story 

was about them rather than about the place they inhabited. The world serves the story. It does 

not replace it. 

T H E  W O R L D B U I L D I N G  T R A P  

When preparation becomes avoidance 

Worldbuilding is one of the most pleasurable parts of the pre-writing process for many writers, 

particularly those drawn to speculative fiction, fantasy, or historical settings. It is also one of the most 

reliable forms of creative avoidance. The world can always be built further. There is always another 

element of the geography to map, another aspect of the culture to develop, another strand of the 

history to trace. And all of it feels like work. 

The test of whether worldbuilding has crossed from productive preparation to avoidance is simple: is 

the world you are building appearing in the story you are writing, or are you building a world instead 

of writing a story? If the latter, the worldbuilding has become an end in itself rather than a means to an 

end. 

How much world is enough 

The world a story needs is the world that appears in the story. Everything else, however interesting, is 

background material that may inform the writing without appearing directly on the page. A writer 

who knows a great deal about the world their characters inhabit will write with more authority and 

specificity than one who does not. But that knowledge does not need to be exhaustive before the 

writing begins, and it does not need to appear in the text in proportion to the effort taken to develop it. 

A practical approach: build the world only as far ahead as the story requires it. If the first act of the 

story takes place in one city, build that city in sufficient detail to write it. Build the next location when 

the story arrives there. The world and the story develop together rather than the world being 

completed before the story begins. 

When an idea does not survive development 

Not every idea that passes the initial tests survives the development process. Some concepts that seem 

rich and complex turn out to be thinner than they appeared once you start looking for the character, 

the conflict, and the sustained interest. This is not failure: it is useful information. An idea that does not 



survive development was not ready to become a novel, and discovering that before writing thirty 

thousand words is a better outcome than discovering it after. 

Ideas that do not survive intact often yield something useful: a character who belongs in a different 

story, a thematic question that belongs in a different context, a setting that would serve a different 

premise better. The development process is not wasted even when the original idea does not become 

the book. 

Where to go next 

Once you have a workable premise, the next question is your approach to planning and 

writing it. 

Plotters, Pantsers, and How to Find Your Method (Guide A4 — The Planning Room) → 

authoros.app/library/plotters-pantsers-and-how-to-find-your-method/ 

For guidance on building the characters your idea requires before you begin writing, see: 

How to Build Your Characters Before You Write (Guide A5 — The Planning Room) → 

authoros.app/library/how-to-build-your-characters-before-you-write/ 

Browse the AuthorOS Writing Guides library → authoros.app/library/ 

 

 

N E X T  S T E P S  

Ready to turn your idea into a plan? 

Once the idea has shape, the next step is a realistic word count target and writing 

schedule. Word Plan Builder gives you both based on your project and your pace. 

Build your writing plan: authoros.app/word-plan/ 

Track your writing sessions: authoros.app/wordtracker-beta/ 

WordTracker is currently in beta. You can explore the full tracking experience while the live 

version is in development. 
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