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The Secret to Getting Great 
Story Ideas

John Brown

What’s the Secret?
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Malcolm Gladwell

Vincent Van Gogh
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Ernest Hemmingway

Patrick Rothfuss
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Larry Correia

Larry Correia
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Science!

God
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No
Moody or DepressedChemicalsPassion, O Passion!

Right Personality Type Talent BlessedEccentricity or Hair

This is Creativity
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And This . . . 

When we verified they had
duct tape on board…
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And This . . . 

This . . . 
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This. . . 

And This . . . 
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The Secret: What You Really Need

1. An objective
2. Basic knowledge of how things work
3. Techniques to generate options

Get More Specific
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A Good Start…

The Secret Sauce

?
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Anticipation > Build > Satisfaction

One Difference
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Action Thriller

Anticipation-Build-Satisfy What?
– Physical excitement and dangerPhysical excitement and danger
– Justice
– Mystery & surprise

Cause
– Story problem 

(someone wants something,  because something important is at stake, and they’re 
having a hard time getting it)

A th t d– A threat or danger or menace 
– Important to me or can sympathize
– Jazzes me
– Maybe shady or criminal
– Leads to lots of action—chases, 

escapes, fights, sneaking, etc.

Technique 1: Q & L

Method
St t ti

List
R i b t (i Ut h)• State question

• List everything
• Include obvious, weird, new, 

dumb

Question
• What are some things that

• Russian mobsters (in Utah)
• Drug dealers
• Serial killer
• Some secret place way out 

in desert, walled off place, 
communeWhat are some things that 

might present danger or 
menace? 

• Dark side of internet
• Ashley Madison
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Technique 2: 10x10

Method
• State question

List
• Places • MilitaryState question

• List 10 categories
• List 10 items in each 

category
• Include obvious, 

weird, new, dumb
Question

Places
• Professions
• Technology
• Situations
• Utah

– West Desert
Ab h i

Military
• Spies
• Petty Criminals
• Politics

– El Chapo & 
Donald Trump

Question
• What are some things 

that might present 
danger or menace? 

– Abrahamic
Killer

– Elizabeth Smart 
Crazy

– A Hit is put on 
Trump

Technique 3: List & Twist

Method
Li t h t ll

List
St• List what we normally 

expect in these types of 
stories

• Twist some against type 
• or just add something that 

normally doesn’t belong

• Strong man
• Ex-military or army 
• Alpha male.
• Rough characters
• Crime
• Mousy dude weak guy oldMousy dude, weak guy, old 

guy, very out-of-shape guy, 
grandma, girl
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What Happens When 
You Run Out of Ideas?

Technique 4: Gather Material

Method
G l ki b

My Haul
• ISIS• Go looking, borrow 

freely:
– News
– History
– Research
– People you know 

• ISIS
• Have a copy of Hillary’s emails…
• Bomb tech from company
• Drones
• Stock market manipulation
• Brad Thor: EMP bombsp y

or have heard 
about

– Other stories 
(models)

• David Baldacci: Brother has escaped from 
jail, you have to hunt down

• Lee Child: Someone trying to silence you 
because they think you saw something

• Patterson: a woman who is bigamist and 
kills husbands. 
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Technique 4: Gather Material

Brother is out in west desert 
and he’s brought something weird home. 
What? 
Someone’s finger?
Some literature? 
Stuff about Trump? 

Technique 5: 
Zing Party

• Out of shape guy. Grandma. West Desert. 
Brother Donald TrumpBrother. Donald Trump. 

• Anything? 
• Brother, out-of-shape guy, lives with Grandma, 

who is a Donald Trump fan. Brother is in west 
desert working for military. And is now on the 
run. People trying to kill him. Grandma and 
brother need to save himbrother need to save him. 

• What does he have? Something new.
• Scandal on some Utah vitamin king. Commune. 

People are showing up. Now brother disappears?
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Love Story with Action

• Problem
R bb /L– Robber/Lawman

– She’s a Minute-man
– He’s a Coyote, an American

• Plot
– Scenes 

That create anticipation– That create anticipation, 
build, & satisfaction

– 30,000 /2,000 = 15 scenes

How Does Romance Work?

• Anticipation Build 
SatisfactionSatisfaction
– Meet (potential)
– Moments when they begin to 

trust
– Moments when they lose trust 
– She finds out
– Series of moments that 

increase attraction
– Moment when all seems lost
– Declaration of love
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How Do They Meet?
What’s Cool and Fun?

– Bar grocery store incident people in back of truck orBar, grocery store incident, people in back of truck or 
in trunk, a bathroom break, he’s broke down on 
highway, right after chase. Friend party. Backyard 
party. 

– You’ve Got Mail. 
– One way is that neither know. Then one of them finds 

out. Reader knows. They don’t. 
hi h d h d i ? d– Some sports thing. What do they do in Texas? Mud 

ball? Fun and banter. She gets him. He likes her. 
Attraction.

– Maybe I research Texas. Weird Texas games. 
Clamming? Sleeper wave. 

One More

What’s a new chase action gag? 
Something funSomething fun
– Horses
– Tractors
– Motorcycles
– Paragliders

C– Cows
– ATVs
– Pickups
– Snowmobiles…
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Boom!

Boom!
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What Did We Learn?

• Forget about being 
creative

• Story is a lot of ideas
D ’t tt hcreative

• What you need are 3 
things
– Objective
– Understanding

Generation

• Doesn’t matter where you 
start

• Generation techniques
– Question & List
– 10x10

Li & T i– Generation

• Get more specific
– Genre
– The magic is in the cause

– List & Twist
– Gather Material
– Zing Party

• Trust the process, have fun

Next Step

• What’s your genre package?
Wh t’ ti i ti b ild ti f ti ?• What’s your anticipation > build > satisfaction?

• What part are you missing or struggling with? 
– Character
– Setting
– Problem

l– Plot

• How does it work? 
• Have fun and generate!
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Gather Material

Eyes wide open

Gather Material

Abdul Hassan
Somali Pirate
Nickname :“The One Who 
Never Sleeps”
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Gather Material

Gather Material
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Gather Material

1. Research: people, places, 
things ideas issues historythings, ideas, issues, history, 
technology… planned & ad 
hoc

2. Try new things
3. Enjoy people: be 

interested in them, observe
4. Follow curiosity
5. Read other stories!

Practice Farmer’s Faith
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Listen to Your Spidey Sense 
follow the zing

Make Enough Time
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Relax and Have Fun


