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Rod Serling, creator of the cult classic television show The Twilight Zone, believed that 
good ideas “come from every human experience that you’ve either witnessed or have 
heard about, translated into your brain in your own sense of dialogue, in your own lan-
guage form. Ideas are born from what is smelled, heard, seen, experienced, felt, emotion-
alized. Ideas are probably in the air, like little tiny items of ozone.” He proclaimed that 
ideas are omnipresent, just waiting to be plucked and translated onto the page. 

But as most writers know, it’s hardly ever that simple. For some, writer’s block is so 
insidious that it causes them to blame themselves, question their credibility, and consider 
switching careers. 

Regardless of what you call it—creative drought, blank-page syndrome, brain block-
age, a dry spell, a crippling loss for words—writer’s block is an unwelcomed guest, creat-
ing an often-debilitating cessation in the writing process. It usually arrives unannounced; 
doesn’t discriminate with hosts; can last for days, weeks, months, or even years; and then 
can slip away quietly, sometimes leaving devastation in its path. Sounds akin to a disease, 
doesn’t it? So before we look at some cures, let’s look at the symptoms (what a block can 
feel like) and the causes (why a block can happen).

SymptomS of Writer’S Block

Jess Keating, a middle-grade and picture-book author in Toronto, Ontario, says writer’s 
block “feels a lot like treading water—like I’m trying to get somewhere, but I can’t seem  
to find an island to land on. It’s very uncomfortable.” When Newfoundland-based Charis  
Cotter, award-winning children’s author of The Swallow: A Ghost Story, experiences it,  
she feels helpless and frustrated, and her self-worth takes a beating. “I feel like I’ve been  
fooling everyone and I’m not really a writer at all, but a fake. I start attacking myself.”  
And frustration reigns supreme. Children’s author Tekeyla Friday of Swift Current,  
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Saskatchewan, points to frustration as the chief symptom of her block: “I know the ideas 
are there; I just cannot access them. It’s like trying to remember someone’s name. You 
can see them clearly in your mind, but the name just won’t come.” 

Robin Black, Philadelphia-based author of the novel Life Drawing and Crash Course: 
Essays from Where Writing and Life Collide, says she feels anxious. “When I was unable to 
write a novel for which I was under contract, I most keenly felt anxiety about disappoint-
ing other people—which took me so far from anything to do with creativity that it was an 
incredibly unhelpful response.”

In addition to feeling frustrated, Tanya Geisler, certified leadership coach and writer 
in Toronto, Ontario, says she feels “impatient and annoyed. I recognize in that moment 
that it is my perfectionism creeping in. I want whatever I’m writing to be the most bril-
liant piece of prose ever penned—by anyone.” 

Toronto, Ontario-based Tish Cohen, who wrote the best-selling novels The Search Angel 
and The Truth About Delilah Blue, experiences guilt: “I love to be on fire with my writing. To 
be so excited about what I’m creating that I’m nearly lifting off my chair. It’s my happy place, 
and when I’m not there I feel guilty. I know I’m meant to be writing and creating, and when 
I’m not, I’m cheating myself.” Washington State and Arizona-based J.A. Jance, New York 
Times best-selling author of more than fifty books, says she “mostly feels sleepless, because I 
spend a lot of time tossing and turning overnight, trying to see my way through the story.  I 
refer to this as ‘wrestling with the Devil,’ and that’s exactly how it feels.”

“When we write, we put a little of ourselves out 
there, and we’re judged on it. It’s tough. It takes 
courage.” —mary lou george 

proBaBle cauSeS

Admitting the presence of a problem is the first step toward recovery. So now that we’ve 
acknowledged its lowly existence and identified its main symptoms, let’s uncover some of 
the common reasons behind writer’s block.

Sam Hiyate, president of The Rights Factory in Toronto, Ontario, and founder/editor 
of the online magazine Don’t Talk to Me About Love (www.donttalktomeaboutlove.com), 
thinks the most common cause “is the overwhelming nature of the endeavor of being a 
writer—being alone and having to confront characters in your imagination. It has to be 
one of the most difficult artistic undertakings.” 

American prizewinning author Elizabeth Sims believes the block may have multiple 
roots. “Sometimes I just get fatigued, or I feel boring and dull. Sometimes I think that’s 
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because I haven’t done anything new lately; haven’t read something really stimulating or 
gone after a new experience; haven’t given myself time to reflect on ideas and the life ex-
perience I’ve gained already.” 

Black feels writers may also become blocked when their aims and aptitudes aren’t in 
sync. “That happens when my ambitions or my hunches about what a story might do out-
strip my current ability to pull off what I envision. Sometimes the result of that standoff is 
that I can’t write for a while.” 

Kevin Smokler, a San Francisco-based writer, cultural critic, and author of Practi-
cal Classics: 50 Reasons to Reread 50 Books You Haven’t Touched Since High School, says the 
cause of being blocked is “the unwillingness to be terrible.” He says he has good days and 
then bad, when he can’t verbalize his thoughts or overjudges his ideas. But, he stresses, 

“as long as you write [the ideas] down, even the terrible ones, you aren’t blocked.” 
Anna Boyar, managing editor of Freehand Books in Calgary, Alberta, contends that 

“focusing too much on small details and trying to perfect something before it even takes 
shape” can cause writer’s block. Toronto, Ontario, author and freelance editor Ali MacGee 
feels the same, saying that “stupid, idiotic perfectionism” is a common cause. She often 
bolsters herself by saying, “There, there. It doesn’t have to be perfect. Just play with it.”

Many writers, consciously or not, sabotage their own process. Sarah Selecky of 
Prince Edward County, Ontario, is the author of the Giller-nominated short story collec-
tion This Cake Is for the Party. She says, “There is no block, really, other than myself. I get 
in my own way … usually because I’ve stopped feeling curious about my work. I’ve de-
cided my writing is supposed to be something … good or smart or worthy. That doesn’t 
sound like it would be so harmful to the creative process, but it is. Because without curi-
osity and permission to make something bad or stupid or ugly … I stop creating.”

Sharon Crawford, editor, writing instructor, author of the Beyond mystery series, and 
founder of the East End Writers’ Group in Toronto, Ontario, believes that often the cause 
is fear. “If we write, we may write something awful, or if we write something good, it could 
be published, and some writers can’t deal with the afterward of getting published,” she 
says. “So subconsciously their mind is saying, ‘If I don’t write, I won’t have to face the con-
sequences.’” Selecky agrees. “My own criticism is more harsh than any external one. I think 
what all writers grapple with, in one form or another, is fear. Fear can shut us down.” Nina 
Munteanu, a Canadian novelist and writing instructor at the University of Toronto in  
Toronto, Ontario, holds a similar perspective: “If you’re emotionally or psychologically not 
ready for the consequences of getting published, then you will falter, procrastinate, forever 
fuss over your creation, and convince yourself that it isn’t ready. In truth, it’s you who isn’t 
ready to shine.”

Toronto, Ontario, romance novelist Mary Lou George also thinks writer’s block 
stems from fear. “We wonder: ‘What if I exhausted all my ideas with my last book?’ ‘What 
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if I can’t do it again?’ ‘What if they don’t like me?’ When we write, we put a little of our-
selves out there, and we’re judged on it. It’s tough. It takes courage.” 

creative cureS

When you’re face-to-face with a blank page and thinking, An idea. My kingdom for an 
idea!, keep in mind these tried-and-true strategies to stimulate creativity, squelch writer’s 
block, and inspire imagination. 

Write Yourself Past the Block
“The key is simply putting your butt in the chair and staying there,” says Terence M. Green, 
two-time World Fantasy Award finalist for best novel and creative writing lecturer at 
Western University in London, Ontario. “As a writing instructor, I stress routine and self-
discipline, not waiting for the muse, and getting something down on paper—almost any-
thing. Nearly all inspiration happens while one is in that chair, involved in the writing 
process. … The hardest draft to write is the first one—filling up those blank sheets of pa-
per. But once that first draft is there, the road widens and things become easier, because 
one has something to work with and to work from.”

Lynn Wiese Sneyd, owner of LWS Literary Services in Tucson, Arizona, says, “I think 
writers who believe in writer’s block are inclined to stop writing. … They want to work 
out the issue prior to writing it, but I think if you keep writing, even if you have to delete 
80 percent of what you’ve written, you find your way. If you keep writing, you become 
‘unblocked.’ You don’t have to know where things are going in advance.” She trusts the 
story to “find its way.” 

Don’t Force a Flow
Martha Webb, a literary agent and partner with McDermid Agency Inc., in Toronto,  
Ontario, has a different take. “Just keeping on keeping on in a halfhearted way is not the 
way to go,” she says. Cotter shares Webb’s belief. “The least effective technique is to sweat 
it out and force the words to come. This is painful and frustrating, and really part of be-
ing stuck, not getting free.” 

Black offers what she calls a slightly counterintuitive solution: “If you can’t write at all, 
then write for five minutes and only five minutes a day. Don’t allow yourself to do more 
than that. Eventually—sometimes quite soon—you’ll begin wanting more and more time. 
So instead of forcing yourself to the keyboard, you’re having to force yourself to leave it.”

Turn Your Attention Elsewhere
In her conversations with authors, Webb has found that “it seems to be less a matter of be-
ing blocked generally and more about hitting a wall with a given project.” Her remedy? 
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“Often putting it aside for a bit and working on something else, either a short story or an 
essay or something very different from the current project, can help.” Webb says many of 
the writers she works with have several projects in the works simultaneously. Munteanu 
uses a similar strategy. “I drop the troublesome piece like a hot potato and go to some-
thing else. I let it come back to me on its own. This is why I can say that I don’t suffer from 
writer’s block—yet I’m dealing with it all the time. I just don’t feel its debilitating effects 
because I work—and write—around it.” 

Black also feels the need to switch writing gears. “When I feel blocked with prose, I 
sometimes write (very bad) poetry. It’s a way of abandoning expectation and of detach-
ing my relationship with words from any ambitions or professional concerns. … [This] 
allows me to get back in touch with the more playful elements of writing, which are very 
often lost in the anxiety about not doing what I feel I should be doing.” 

Like Black, Cotter tackles another writing project, but on a more personal level. “I 
write about what it feels like, and what emotions are going through me, as I feel blocked. 
It also helps just to write about anything at all other than the thing that I’m supposed to 
be writing about.” For example, she finds it “very helpful to write a diary entry for one of 
the characters. Or I can describe something, a room or a landscape. All that matters is 
that I pick something where the words flow freely. It’s like I’m walking around the block, 
instead of going through it.” 

Come at Your Project from the Side
Selecky uses words to “override the impulse to shut down,” complete with her own specific  
technique. “I like to write a list of unconnected words or unconnected sentences. That way 
I’m working with language, but with no expectations of story or meaning or caliber … 
and that feels like writing. Which is a start—usually that’s enough to reassure me.” And 
speaking of writing words, Anita Purcell, executive director of the Canadian Authors As-
sociation in Orillia, Ontario, turns to a search engine for help. “I Google phrases some-
what but not completely related to my project, just to get my brain moving in another di-
rection.” She also revisits and possibly reworks her outline. 

Friday also finds an outline “sketch” to be a helpful trigger. She fleshes out the story 
with bold plot points in order to see what the story should look like. She also finds that 

“people watching and making up stories about the people you see is a great way to stimu-
late ideas. I think this one is born in writers.”

Ignore Your Impulse to Edit
Purcell believes that many writers experience writer’s block because they “tend to be per-
fectionistic as they write—wearing the editor’s hat rather than the creator’s hat—[which 
is] a surefire way of driving your muse to sit with a more welcoming client.” Kathryn 
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Mockler, editor, publisher, and creative writing instructor at Western University,  agrees: 
“Focusing on the final product or the outcome of your efforts while you are in process can 
be debilitating. Avoid thinking about how the work will be received or where you’d like 
to publish it until it’s ready to send out.”

“If you can’t write at all, then write for five minutes 
and only five minutes a day. Don’t allow yourself to 
do more than that. Eventually—sometimes quite 
soon—you’ll begin wanting more and more time.” 
—robin black

Take a Kindergarten Approach
Sims advises, “[I write] almost everything in longhand first, using the process of typ-
ing it into my computer as a first line edit. I like to change up my pens and papers, which 
seems, on a kindergarten-type level, to keep the physical act of writing interesting and 
even exciting.” 

Tish Cohen takes this ritual a step further. “If my focus is shattered because I’m look-
ing for an answer for a particular plot or character problem, my favorite thing to do is get 
down on the floor with a pen and a pad of paper.” Her rationale? “It’s an instant way to 
reconnect with ‘Little Tish.’ That child was always on the floor. It’s where the great ideas 
live.” So, recommends Cohen, “Lie down on your belly and swing your feet in the air be-
hind you, pen poised. I guarantee the ideas will come scampering out from beneath the 
sofa and land on your page. In extreme cases, add candy to the above [exercise].”

Like Cohen, Keating finds helpful what she calls “the old-fashioned tools of the trade: 
plain old pen and paper.” She lets herself “write anything, just to get the ball rolling again. I 
think writing by hand activates your creativity much more than a computer, especially if 
you’re blocked. Sometimes little snippets of plot or dialogue will peek out, and that’s usu-
ally enough to spark what comes next in the story.” 

Take a Time Out
A huge fan of quiet time, Keating says, “Many ideas whisper rather than yell, so I like 
to allow a few moments of real quiet every day, without the usual background noise of 
the Internet, e-mail, and television.” Dawn Green, Victoria, British Columbia, author 
of When Kacey Left and In the Swish, is also a fan of quiet time, but with this caveat: “I 
try to rest my brain, calm myself, and be confident that when I am ready to write, I will. 
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But I think setting a time limit on that is a good thing, too, because not writing can be-
come a habit.”  

Hiyate believes in making time for exercise—a walk, a gym visit, or a yoga class. “It 
tends to restore some of the artistic expression that might become dormant—or spent—
over time.” Selecky agrees wholeheartedly. “If it’s really going terribly, and even reading 
feels hard, then start exercising more. Take up running, dancing, rock climbing. Work 
your body hard—make yourself sweat until you stop thinking. Don’t forget you’re a body/
mind, not just a mind. Your thoughts are holding you back, so outsmart your thoughts 
with your physical body.” Munteanu concurs. “Walks, particularly in the natural  
environment—devoid of human-made distractions—unclutters the mind and soul. It 
grounds you back to the simplicity of life and connects you back to your intuitive soul.” 
She also finds traveling revitalizing for the creative muscle. “Traveling helps me focus 
outward; I forget myself and embrace my wonder for the world. My mind opens to adven-
ture. Road trips are metaphoric journeys of the soul.”

Find Inspiration in Other Forms
Jack David is the co-publisher of ECW Press in Toronto, Ontario. His approach to tack-
ling writer’s block echoes the themes of restoration and quiet reflection: “If I have a block 
in creativity, the best answer is to do nothing—to waste a day or two by reading some 
unrelated, unusual material and let the answer I’m hoping for creep into my brain. Wait 
patiently for the inspiration to return and keep a notepad close at hand, day and night. 
Something will happen, but you won’t predict when.” Boyar agrees with David. “If you 
can’t write, then read. Read widely. Be inspired by what you are reading. Don’t stop read-
ing until you can write again.” MacGee subscribes to the same train of thought. With read-
ing, she always comes across something that sets off a lightbulb in her head, especially 
while reading a favorite author’s work. “A sentence or a paragraph often sets off inspira-
tion. What I end up writing usually bears no resemblance whatsoever to the inspiration. 
It just sends a ball down my bowling alley toward a strike.” 

Susannah Coneybeare, professional organizer and owner of officize inc., in Toronto,  
Ontario, indulges in music as her personal “brand of creative inspiration.” She chooses “a 
partner during the writing journey … a singer whose music is going to stay with me 
through the whole process, or a writer whose work I can turn to. They motivate in many 
ways. I feel if they can create, I can create, too. And their message is important to me how 
they are saying it affects me and puts me in a certain mood or frame of mind. They in-
spire me, even though I don’t know them.” Muntenau’s a big fan of the power of music, 
too. “I use music like a soundtrack in my novel writing. Just hearing a piece that I associ-
ate with a character or scene sets the tone and mood for me to write. This can serve as a 
powerful trigger to work through the block.” Her reasoning? “I think it’s because the mu-
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sic allows you to approach your work in a more oblique way, like metaphor in a story. The 
music unleashes the emotional subtext you need to connect with the story elements that 
require solving.” 

Toronto, Ontario–based Trevor Cole, award-winning author of Practical Jean and 
three other novels, says he gives himself over to the work of other artists by attending art 
galleries or plays, or by reading books by authors he admires “for as long as it takes. The 
blocked creative mind is like a planted field gone dry. Consuming and immersing your-
self in the work of other artists brings the rain.” 

“I try to rest my brain, calm myself, and be con-
fident that when I am ready to write, I will. But I 
think setting a time limit on that is a good thing, 
too, because not writing can become a habit.”  
—dawn green

Stick to a Schedule
Crawford suggests carving out scheduled writing time to help with momentum and inspi-
ration. Set ground rules, hire a sitter, or get help from a partner if need be. And if you can’t 
write each day, then aim for five days a week or during weekends. “This way, if you have 
other responsibilities, like family and work, you don’t have to take yourself on a guilt trip.” 

Journey Prize–nominated short story writer and freelance editor Marnie Lamb, of 
Toronto, Ontario, says routine is crucial to the writing process. “Writing when the mood 
strikes or when you have time rarely results in a high-quality or -quantity output. The key 
is discipline. The more disciplined I am about sticking to a regular schedule of writing, 
the more I’m in the mood to write, the more easily stories slip from me, and the less writ-
er’s block I experience.”

Coneybeare is in agreement with Crawford and Lamb. “Stop multitasking, and com-
partmentalize. Schedule writing. Block time in your weekly or monthly calendar to write, 
in whatever increments of time work for you, and do nothing else during that time.” And 
if writer’s block is an ongoing issue, Crawford suggests “free-fall writing.” Set a timer for, 
say, twenty minutes, “then pick a word, a subject, a few phrases, and start writing. Your 
subconscious is at work. If you’re angry or afraid of something, even if you haven’t decided 
to write about it, that subject or situation can pop up. Keep writing—go where the fear or 
anger takes you. The purpose is to loosen up your creativity.”
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the laSt Word

Like many authors, Cotter believes that writer’s block is entrenched in the creative pro-
cess. “Writing is an emotional journey for me. It’s very influenced by where I am in my 
life. When things are going well, and I’m completely absorbed in the world of my novel, 
I couldn’t be happier. But the other side of that positive experience is struggle and hard 
work. I believe it’s part of the balance between light and dark.” Lamb views it this way: “I 
even see the block as healthy in that it’s evidence of a meticulous and discerning mind, 
one that’s not willing to write just anything—although writing something, however poor, 
can be one of the ways of handling the block—but rather a mind that wants to wait until it 
can produce quality work.”

Dawn Green sees it this way: “I think writers build up their own walls that block 
them, and the only ones who can knock them down, who know where the cracks are, are 
the writers themselves. Writers are the architects of their own blockades and, because of 
that, they have to be the demolition crew, too.” Maybe that’s precisely why writer’s block 
can feel so all-consuming and daunting when you’re in the thick of it.

But chances are, the block will pass. So when you’re feeling immobilized, stuck in the 
deepest of creative quagmires, unable to break through that seemingly impenetrable bar-
rier, take comfort in knowing that you’re not alone. Most writers experience this malady 
at some point along their creative journey. When the going gets unbearably tough, keep 
these motivational words in mind from literary icon Mark Twain: “The secret of getting 
ahead is getting started. The secret of getting started is breaking your complex, over-
whelming tasks into small, manageable tasks and then starting on the first one.”
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