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Scene Structure Breakdown: A 3-Act Deep Dive

“Every scene is a story in miniature—a heartbeat that keeps the whole alive.”
— Unknown

ACT | - THE SETUP (0-25%)
Mission of scenes in this Act: Establish the ordinary world, hook the viewer, introduce conflict.
Common Scene Purposes:

e Introducing the protagonist in action

Hinting at their flaw or wound

Establishing relationships or routines

Laying out what’s “at stake”

Inciting Incident occurs (usually by page 10-12)
Scene Tips:

e Start scenes late, end early

e Set tone and visual motif early

¢ Include conflict or contrast, even in setup scenes

ACT Il - THE CONFLICT (25%-75%)
Mission of scenes in this Act: Escalate problems, deepen character stakes, reveal what must change.
Act lla (25%-50%) — The Attack

e Protagonist reacts to the Inciting Incident

e Trying solutions, failing or learning

e New characters, subplots emerge

e Midpoint twist or reveal (~50%) shifts direction
Act llb (50%—-75%) — The Descent or Deepening

e Plans fall apart or get darker

e Stakes escalate emotionally

e Characters reach breaking point
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e Seeds of final transformation or failure planted
Scene Tips:
e Every scene must move the story and character forward
e Vary pacing, location, tone—but keep emotional tension alive

e Use reversals: what a character wants vs. what they get

ACT lll = THE RESOLUTION (75%—-100%)
Mission of scenes in this Act: Deliver payoff, character change, and emotional closure.
Common Scene Purposes:
e Climax (truth is confronted, change occurs or fails)
e Tying up subplots
e Final confrontation or catharsis
e Visual echo or emotional callback to Act |
e Closing image or takeaway
Scene Tips:
e Use ssilence, contrast, or callbacks to early beats
e Give every major character some form of resolution

e Make the ending emotionally inevitable—but not predictable

BONUS: Scene-Level Checklist for Writers
Every scene should be able to answer these:
e [1Who wants what—and what’s in their way?
e [ What changes from beginning to end of this scene?
e [ How does this scene advance plot, deepen theme, or reveal character?

e [ What’s the emotional current running underneath the dialogue?
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