TOP TEN NONPHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS OF A HERO

With the launch of Flipside, it seemed like a great time to take a poll of romance writers and friends to view the current trend of heroes – not the handsome, rugged, lusty side, but the tender, vulnerable qualities that make us fall in love with those characters as we read and write their stories. Those same strengths and weaknesses that make our heroines fall in love, laugh, and twist their braids in confusion over why him?


I shared the question with the Cata-Romance loop, then took the question to friends and co-workers of various ages. Immediately, I could see the wheels turning, their eyes flashing, the frowns as they assessed the heroes in their own lives – husbands, lovers, and men they know.


Following is a summary of that list, not at all in an order of best or least, because it turns out that each woman finds the qualities of her hero to be unique. But that’s a good thing. It prevents a woman (or a reader)from selecting the same man, the same book, or the same prototype. We’re open not only to diversity, but also to the freedom to love more than one hero because of those varied characteristics. 


This may be one woman’s view, but I’ve explained by giving examples. 

SENSE OF HUMOR 

This seems to be the most favored characteristic. Women want their hero to be fun as well as funny. The George Clooney quirky smile, jokes, and teasing eyes might enchant one woman, but the humorous approach of Billy Crystal or Will Smith might captivate another. A great sense of humor can smooth out a lot of rocky bumps in a relationship.

HONORABLE/HONEST/TRUSTWORTHY

Women want a hero that is honest, a man they can not only love but also trust. He must be morally sound, a hero that can be accountable with her heart as much as her welfare. Zorro would give his life not only for the underdog, but also for the woman he loved. And in Robin Hood, Prince of Thieves, Kevin Costner (Robin) told Maid Marian “I’d die for you.” What woman wouldn’t lose her heart with those four simple words?

BRAVE/COURAGEOUS/BOLD

This sounds like Wyatt Earp, and it may well be patterned after heroes of our childhood. It also brings to mind heroes like Indiana Jones and James Bond. Women want a hero with the courage to fight the dragons on their behalf, and to prove their love through bravery and determination. 

SELF CONFIDENCE/PRESENCE/SENSE OF SELF/STYLE

When this man walks into a room, heads turn. He may not be handsome in a GQ sense, but he commands attention by his mere presence, the way he carries himself and his style. He’s a master at eye contact and doesn’t flinch under pressure. A woman senses he knows where he’s going in life and can’t resist riding along. Richard Gere in Pretty Woman, Hugh Jackman in Kate and Leopold, and Denzel Washington in Courage Under Fire. Those men could turn heads.

COMPASSIONATE

Remember Robert Redford’s character in The Horse Whisperer? He was a hero with compassion and the ability to give of himself. You believed that through kindness and compassion he’d be able to help the troubled girl and her horse – and maybe even the girl’s mother. Though the story didn’t end the way romance readers expected, you couldn’t help loving the hero.

CHARM/CHARISMA

Cary Grant was the epitome of charm. With this type, I think of men like John Travolta, Antonio Banderas and Hugh Grant, among so many others. Boyish, sophisticated, sensual with an underlying vulnerability – however a woman describes it, it’s that attraction she feels toward a hero because of this strong personality characteristic that draws her like a moth to a flame.

COMMUNICATION

This is going to have to be on my list because, after all, it is my list. Rhett Butler wasn’t a good communicator. If Scarlett could have told him she loved him and not Ashley Wilkes, the entire story would have changed and Rhett would have given more than a damn - and they’d have lived happily ever after. No matter how powerful the hero, how trustworthy or compassionate, if he can’t communicate his feelings for the heroine (and she can’t respond), the relationship will hit a stalemate. Dr. Phil says a woman falls in love with her ears and a man falls in love with his eyes. A woman needs to hear the words.

INTELLIGENCE

Women want smart heroes – those that can hold an interesting job and a good conversation, and not necessarily in that order. William L. Petersen aka Gil Grissom’s appeal on CSI is his ability to see what ordinary people miss, whether it’s the big picture or the smallest detail. He relates on a different level. David Duchovny, aka Fox Moulder (X-Files) is another hero of this type. It’s the elusive yet intense personality that makes the heroine want to explore more deeply the heart and mind of this dichotomous hero.

SENSITIVITY

When a man shows his sensitivity, it reaches inside a woman’s heart. The allure is his lack of conformity to the “macho man” syndrome. He will bend down to help the underdog, the small child or lost and injured animal. Mike Ferrell plays such a character in Providence and Tom Welling in Smallville. A woman knows a sensitive man will be there for her through thick and thin. He’s not afraid to act upon his emotions. 

VOICE/ACCENT/TONE 

Some women consider a hero’s voice, the quality and tone, to be high on the asset list. Consider for a moment the effect Sean Connery’s accent has when you watch him. No matter what he’s saying, the way he says it makes a woman think he’s getting sexier as he gets older. And when Sam Elliott drawls “What’s for dinner?” on a television commercial, women everywhere want to cook a pot roast. Why? The intonation, inflection, and accent of the hero’s voice spells fascination for a female. Don’t forget – women fall in love with their ears. It might not only be what the hero says but the way he says it.

Believe me, I know I’ve left out a lot of worthy specimens (Mel Gibson, Pierce Brosnan, the Toms - Hanks, Selleck & Cruise). Too many more to list. Create your own list and use your imagination. 

Ahhh, my hero. . .    

