Seamlessly Integrating Backstory: An Editor’s Checklist
Manuscript Title: ________________________________
Author: ________________________________________
Chapter/Scene #: _______________________________

1. Scene Purpose: Does the Backstory Serve What’s Happening Now?
Backstory & Scene Goal
☐ I can clearly state this scene’s goal or central conflict.
☐ The backstory I’m adding directly supports that goal or conflict.
☐ The backstory clarifies why this moment matters to the character.
☐ The backstory increases tension, stakes, or emotional weight—rather than sidetracking the scene.
☐ If I remove this backstory, the scene becomes weaker or less clear.
Notes / Revisions for Scene Purpose:




2. Timing: Is This the Right Moment to Reveal This Information?
☐ I’m not dumping backstory before the reader is invested in the character.
☐ I reveal only the minimum amount of backstory the reader needs to follow this scene.
☐ I’ve saved deeper or more complex history for later, more emotionally charged moments.
☐ The reveal feels like an answer to a question the reader is already asking.
☐ I’m intentionally leaving some questions unanswered to maintain curiosity.
Notes / Revisions for Timing:




3. Show vs. Tell: Is the Backstory Integrated Through Action or Emotion?
☐ The backstory is triggered by something in the present (a sound, object, line of dialogue, emotion, etc.).
☐ I use physical reactions, body language, or sensory details to hint at the past.
☐ I avoid long “info paragraphs” that purely summarize history.
☐ When possible, I imply history through behavior instead of explaining it outright.
☐ Any direct explanation is brief, focused, and clearly tied to the current moment.
Notes / Revisions for Showing vs. Telling:




4. Flow: Does the Narrative Move Smoothly Between Present and Past?
☐ There is a clear transition into the backstory (emotional, sensory, or situational trigger).
☐ There is a clear transition back out of the backstory into the present scene.
☐ The reader will always know whether we’re in the past or the present.
☐ The backstory section is short enough that the main scene doesn’t lose momentum.
☐ I don’t introduce too many names, places, or timeline jumps in a single backstory passage.
Notes / Revisions for Flow & Transitions:




5. Focus: Is the Backstory Centered on Character, Not a History Lesson?
☐ The backstory is directly tied to this character’s current fear, desire, or motivation.
☐ I’ve focused on one key emotional or defining moment rather than a full history.
☐ The event from the past clearly affects what the character chooses or feels in this scene.
☐ I avoid listing unrelated biographical details just because I know them.
☐ The reader can connect the dots between past wound and present behavior.
Notes / Revisions for Character Focus:




6. Theme: Does the Backstory Support the Story’s Core Themes?
☐ The backstory moment reflects or contrasts one of the story’s main themes (e.g., identity, power, loss, hope, redemption, etc.).
☐ I can state how this past event connects to the story’s bigger ideas.
☐ The backstory doesn’t feel random; it resonates with the character’s larger arc.
☐ I’ve avoided preaching or overexplaining the theme—readers can sense it.
☐ The past event echoes or foreshadows a present or future choice.
Notes / Revisions for Theme Alignment:




7. Balance: Is the Amount of Backstory Appropriate?
☐ This scene does not contain long, uninterrupted blocks of backstory.
☐ Across the chapter, backstory is sprinkled rather than clumped in one heavy section.
☐ I’ve checked nearby scenes to make sure I’m not repeating the same information.
☐ Every backstory beat either clarifies something or deepens emotional impact.
☐ If a detail doesn’t serve character, plot, or theme, I’ve cut or relocated it.
Notes / Revisions for Balance & Density:




8. Clarity: Is It Always Clear What’s Past vs. Present?
☐ I anchor the reader with clear time markers when we shift into the past (e.g., “Ten years ago…” or a specific memory trigger).
☐ Verb tenses are consistent and support the time shift.
☐ I do not leave the reader wondering when events are happening.
☐ Any major flashback has a clear start and end.
☐ The reader can easily follow the order of events in the character’s life.
Notes / Revisions for Clarity:




Scene Summary
Does this scene’s backstory feel seamless and necessary?
☐ Yes, it flows naturally and strengthens the scene.
☐ Partially—some elements still need trimming or tightening.
☐ No—this backstory should be moved, rewritten, or removed.
Final Revision Notes for This Scene:




