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Start writing and stay writing

Everyone has their own quirks when it comes to writing, such as only using yellow legal pads to take notes, writing with HB2 pencils, or sitting under the stairs. But those things that prevent writers from continuing to work often have common causes.

I’ve found it useful to keep a practice diary to monitor how different parts of my life affect my writing. When I have particularly good, or bad, days I try to work out how they came about.

Some areas to think about are:

· Where do you work most effectively, on your own in the quiet, or in a busy café?

· What time of day do you do your best work – early morning, late at night, or over lunch?

· How does the equipment you use affect your work? Are you more creative at, or away from, your computer?

· How do different friends affect your writing mood? After a fun night out, for example, do you tend to be more (or less) imaginative the next day?

The idea is to try to maximise your ability to write well by doing your most important work under circumstances that work well for you.

Inevitably, you’ll hit the buffers at some stage. Everyone does. A book that has been useful to me is Robert Pirsig’s Zen and the art of motorcycle maintenance. It’s actually about keeping a motorbike on the road, but it can just as easily be applied to maintaining a good writing regime.

Pirsig says that you will inevitably come across “setbacks,” which are external things such as having unexpected visitors to stay. You have to take these on the chin and try to leave some time in your schedule for dealing with events that come from out of the blue.

He calls the other, more serious, category of obstacles “hang ups” and these refer to your attitude to your work. 

For example, beginners may over-estimate their own abilities and fall into what Pirsig calls the “ego trap.” That can be anything from thinking that your writing is more original than it is, or believing that you are an expert on a subject after only a few weeks. 

One way of avoiding this is to ask, have I really done enough research to understand how big the field is? Where exactly does my work fit in with what has already been done?

Annoyingly, worrying too much about this hang-up can give you another one! That is under-estimating your ego, which can create anxiety and stop you working. Pirsig says read up on your technical material and do enough reading so that you know where your work fits in – but no more. You can do too much research. Balance is the key.

You can also fall into a “value trap” where you don’t see the value of what you have done. Slow down and let your opinions be flexible.

Here’s an anecdote about that. I was once asked to write a feature about a very successful British engineering company. The idea was straightforward: what was the secret of their success? I did my research, talked to some experts in the field and then found out that the company did not want to talk to me (a set back). Instead of sitting back and thinking about the value of what I already had, I decided to write a feature about how successful they had been, but how it couldn’t last. I let my disappointment affect my judgement about the good material I’d managed to collect. The result: I wasn’t invited to work for that editor again.

If you become impatient with your work, try slowing down. Maybe you’re not giving yourself enough time to complete the task.

Finally, everyone suffers from boredom, especially on long projects. Pirsig says that if you’re bored, “you’re off the quality track.” In other words, you’ve probably stopped seeing things freshly because you have forgotten what interests and excites you about the work you’ve decided to do. 

Take some time out. Find out what was originally exciting about the idea – and focus on that. You’ll soon be going strong again.

Also, don’t forget to give yourself some short-term and long-term deadlines, such as writing so many words a day, or finishing one section of your project a month. Be realistic.

I’d love to hear your ideas and experiences on this issue, so please feel free to use the comments section on my blog. And good luck!

