
 
Plot Devices 
Plot devices are the tools you use to guide the reader’s attention, motivate your 
characters, or shape the movement of the story. They can be objects, events, 
misunderstandings, secrets, or even small details that take on meaning. Used well, they 
help the story feel purposeful without feeling forced. 

MacGuffins - The Object Everyone Wants 

A MacGuffin is something the characters care deeply about, even if the reader doesn’t 
need to. 
It might be: 

• a briefcase 

• a letter 

• a missing person 

• a rumour 

• a treasure 

The MacGuffin’s job is simple: get the characters moving. Its actual nature often 
matters less than the chase it creates. 

Red Herrings - The Detail That Distracts 

A red herring is a detail that looks important but isn’t. It guides the reader’s attention in 
the wrong direction, creating tension or curiosity. 
Used sparingly, it adds texture and surprise. Used too often, it feels manipulative. 

Meaningful Objects - Small Things With Weight 

Some objects matter because they carry emotional or thematic significance: 

• a broken watch 

• a ring that doesn’t fit anymore 

• a letter never sent 

These aren’t MacGuffins. They don’t drive the plot. They deepen the story by revealing 
character or theme. 



Catalysts - The Thing That Starts It All 

A catalyst is the event or detail that kicks the story into motion: 

• a stranger arriving 

• a job offer 

• a sudden illness 

• a secret revealed 

It doesn’t need to be dramatic. It just needs to change the character’s direction. 

How to Use Plot Devices Well 

A good plot device: 

• feels natural to the world of the story 

• motivates characters in believable ways 

• appears at the right moment 

• doesn’t draw attention to itself 

• supports the emotional or thematic arc 

A weak plot device feels like the writer stepping in to force something to happen. 

Don’t Over-Explain 

Readers don’t need a full history of the object or event.  Give them enough to 
understand why it matters now.  Mystery is part of the pleasure. 

A Quick Exercise 

Choose an object in your story, a phone, a photograph, a key, a book. 
Write two short notes: 

1. How the characters see it 

2. What it actually does for the story 

If those two answers don’t match, you may have a MacGuffin, a red herring, or a 
meaningful object, and now you can use it with intention. 

 


