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Escalation Ladder Worksheet (Problem → Complication → Consequence)
Estimated Time: 10 minutes

Purpose: Escalate existing conflict without adding random plot noise.
Quick use: Write the first true thing. Keep it specific. If you get stuck, answer it like you’re explaining it to a friend.
How the ladder works

Problem: the current obstacle.
Complication: the obstacle worsens or shifts because of what the character tries.
Consequence: the situation changes—new constraints, new losses, new stakes.
Example (romance): Missed text → misunderstanding grows → trust fractures at the wrong moment.
Example (thriller): Clue found → antagonist notices → safety is compromised.
Build up to 3 ladders
Ladder #1
	Current problem
	

	Next complication (caused by action/choice)
	

	Consequence (changes the situation)
	




Ladder #2
	Current problem
	

	Next complication (caused by action/choice)
	

	Consequence (changes the situation)
	



Ladder #3
	Current problem
	

	Next complication (caused by action/choice)
	

	Consequence (changes the situation)
	



Raise stakes without derailing plot
☐ The cost increases (time, safety, money, reputation, belonging).
☐ Options shrink (fewer clean exits).
☐ Time pressure tightens (deadline, countdown, window closes).
☐ Relationships strain (trust cracks, leverage shifts, alliances wobble).
☐ Information is exposed (secrets leak, truth comes due).
One rung you’ll write next:
______________________________________________________________________________
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