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Behind every successful novel or short story 
is an outline, right? Maybe. Some authors 
swear by a detailed plan (they’re known as 

“plotters”), while others, namely those fly-
by-the-seat-of-your-pants writers (known 
as “pantsers” or “SOPs”), despise outlines. 
New York Times best-selling author Joseph 
Finder, for example, believes that “writing 
without an outline is like doing a high-wire 
act without a net. Some people can do it, 
but wouldn’t you really rather have a net? I 
would.” New York Times best-selling author 
J.A. Jance, however, says she “met outlin-
ing in Mrs. Watkin’s sixth-grade geography 
class in Bisbee, Arizona. I hated outlining 
then; I hate it now. I do not outline.” 

What exactly causes this great divide? 
By examining this question of process via 
authors who do and don’t outline—and 
why—and via key insights from a selec-
tion of those working directly in the world 
of publishing, including authors, agents, 
writing instructors, editors, and publish-
ers, we’ll get front-row seats to this age-old 
debate. For those looking for practical how-

tos, tips on creating an effective outline will 
help send you on your writerly way.

PLOTTERS VERSUS PANTSERS: 
THE GREAT DEBATE

Plotters: The Benefits of Outlines
Elizabeth Sims, Florida-based author of 
the award-winning Lillian Byrd crime se-
ries, says her favorite method is to “jot down 
some basic ideas for a plot, focusing on what 
I call ‘heart-clutching moments,’ then work 
out the rest as I write the book. Beyond that, 
I’ll often look ahead two or three chapters 
and write a paragraph for each one that sim-
ply says what has to happen in that chapter.” 
And she prefers to use the term story map, 
disliking the word outline. “The term outline 
seems to connote rules and distasteful work. 
Story map brings to mind discovery, adven-
ture, and getting somewhere,” emphasizes 
Sims, who’s also a contributing editor for 
Writer’s Digest. Lynn Wiese Sneyd, owner of 
LWS Literary Services in Tuscon, Arizona, 
refers to outlines as “tracks,” and Mary Lou 
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George, a Toronto, Ontario-based main-
stream romance novelist, likens them to a 

“road map,” stressing that her willingness to 
“prepare them is the only thing that sepa-
rates me from the animal kingdom.”

Regardless of what they’re called, out-
lines, for those who prefer them, are a god-
send. “For me, the outline is crucial,” says 
George. “A good outline helps me plot and 
pace the work. It can keep me on track and 
help me identify weaknesses in my story. I 
can see where I’m going to run into trouble 
before I start writing, and I can structure 
the story accordingly.” How does an outline 
help her? “I map out what’s going to happen 
in each chapter. If my story involves a mys-
tery that needs to be solved, I highlight the 
clues, misdirection, etc., just to keep track. 
I list each scene. That way, I can get a feel for 
high-tension points in the story and pace 
accordingly. Once I’ve mapped everything 
out scene by scene, I know where I want 
to introduce a love scene, a confrontation, 
some mystery, or a funny bit, just to keep 
them wanting more. I get a feel for wheth-
er it’s all going to work to my satisfaction.”

Sims feels that “an outline is well worth 
the trouble when writing a mystery.” So 
does Kathryn Mockler, Toronto, Ontario-
based publisher of The Rusty Toque (an online 

literary, film, and art journal); senior editor 
at the literary magazine Joyland: A Hub for 
Short Fiction (Toronto); and creative writing 
lecturer at Western University in London, 
Ontario. “If you are writing genre fiction or 
screenplays, you pretty much have to have a 
tight structure, and outlining can be helpful 
for that.” Nita Pronovost, editorial director 
at Simon & Schuster Canada and a former 
senior editor at Penguin Random House in 
Toronto, Ontario, agrees, adding: “Often, 
genre writers have more practice using the 
outline as a technique and tool that guides 
their creative process rather than stifles it.” 
Jennifer MacKinnon, a freelance editor in 
Newcastle, Ontario, and a former editor at 
Scholastic Canada, concurs. “Mystery nov-
els need to have very specific events happen 
for the story to work in the end, [and that’s 
why] it may help writers work out some plot 
holes and structural and pacing issues be-
forehand, which would mean less editorial 
revisions later.” Finder feels the same holds 
true for his novels. “Thrillers have too many 
moving parts. They’re all about plot. They’re 
almost always too complex to write with-
out doing some sort of outline in advance.” 
For his novel Power Play, he took his writ-
er friend Lee Child’s advice and “brazened” 
his way through it, sans outline, which 

“Once I’ve mapped everything out scene by scene, I know 
where I want to introduce a love scene, a confrontation, some 
mystery, or a funny bit, just to keep them wanting more. I get 
a feel for whether it’s all going to work to my satisfaction.” 

—Mary LOu GeOrGe
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“wound up taking me several months lon-
ger than usual, simply because I wasted a 
lot of time on plot and on characters that I 
ended up cutting out.” 

Unleashing Creativity
No one knows how long the controversy 
over outlining has been around, but it’s a 
bristly debate with deep roots. One thorn 
of disagreement stems from the notion 
of creativity: Plotters feel outlining is ad-
vantageous and part of the whole process, 
boosting creativity. Pantsers feel outlining 
squelches their creative flow. “If you feel 
like you need an outline in order to write or 
feel that an outline releases your creativity, 
then you should use an outline,” says Wiese 
Sneyd. MacKinnon believes that “even with 
an outline, the author has thought creative-
ly about the story and the plotting and the 
characters.” And Toronto, Ontario-based 
award-winning author and freelance edi-
tor Janice Weaver stresses that new writ-
ers should be mindful not to “adopt the 
mind-set that the outline is somehow the 
enemy of creativity.” George agrees, add-
ing that an outline is “there to help me, to 
enhance my creativity. That’s its reason for 
living. I don’t look at my outline as writ-
ten in stone. I created it; it’s mine to morph 

into whatever I choose. It’s as adaptable as I 
want to make it.” 

Sims says, for her, the greatest benefit of 
a story map is “anxiety reduction. You get up 
and grab your materials, and you can start 
that next chapter knowing at least basically 
what you have to get done in it.” Wiese Sneyd 
concurs. “As you venture into the storytell-
ing and the manuscript, an outline can ease 
the anxiety of creating that which has nev-
er been created: unique characters acting 
within a unique story. It can shed light on 
a writing process that otherwise takes place 
in total darkness.” Philadelphia-based non-
outliner Robin Black, author of the novel 
Life Drawing and the short story collection 
If I Loved You, I Would Tell You This, ex-
pands on this notion. For her, one of the 
downsides of not outlining is that “it is def-
initely a less secure process—emotionally, 
I mean. When I wrote my fully outlined 
novel, I knew what I was doing every day. 

… I enjoyed the lack of panic that nothing 
will occur to me next, or that I’ll take some  
giant wrong turn.”

Taking Control of the Process
Another benefit of outlines, according to 
plotters, is being in the driver’s seat. “It 
partly has to do with control. It feels good 

“As you venture into the storytelling and the manuscript, an out-
line can ease the anxiety of creating that which has never been 
created: unique characters acting within a unique story. It can 
shed light on a writing process that otherwise takes place in  
total darkness.” —Lynn Wiese sneyd
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to know ahead of time where the story is 
going and how it ends. The blank page can 
feel very unsettling,” says Wiese Sneyd. 

“I’ve heard some authors say that their out-
line consists of a beginning and an ending. 
Their job is then to fill in the middle.” For 
Wilmington, North Carolina-based Wiley 
Cash, New York Times best-selling author of 
A Land More Kind Than Home and This Dark 
Road to Mercy, “the greatest benefit is that 
it offers you the chance to see the totality of 
your idea. I’ll typically outline a novel once 
I know who the main characters are, so that 
I can get a sense of how I see their lives un-
folding and how their lives will flow with 
and against the narrative.” His rationale? 

“Each character has a tiny plot evolving in-
side him or her, and it’s important to keep 
that in mind before you try to develop the 
arc of the broader narrative.” Cash says he 
won’t look at the outline for months while 
he’s writing, “but it will always be there in 
the back of my mind. It’s like the map in 
the glove box that you’re hesitant to get out 
and unfold because you think you may rec-
ognize a landmark around the next bend in 
the road. But the map definitely gives you 
some peace. It’s there if you need it. For me, 
outlines are the same.” 

Pronovost also agrees with the outline-
as-map benefit. “The initial outline is a kind 
of map. I can sometimes spot narrative prob-
lems right from the outline, which means 
that the author is saved the aggravation and 
time of falling into a potential black hole in 
the story.” For her, outlines provide “clarity 
of thought, organization, direction … an ar-
chitecture to a story, and it helps the author 

(and editor) retain a kind of muscle memory 
of the framework long after the outline has 
been put aside and the work on scenes and 
chapters begins.” And, she says, “what an 
outline can do, especially for new writers, is 
save them from becoming too involved in the 
journey and becoming lost in the maze of su-
perfluous narrative.” Weaver concurs: “Out-
lines are especially important for new writ-
ers, because those are the people who some-
times lack the discipline or the critical dis-
tance needed to see the problems with their 
manuscripts.” Pronovost also stresses that 

“the outline provides a way for the author to 
think from the point of view of the creator 
and from the point of view of the readership.” 
How, exactly? “The outline creates awareness 
in the writer of the techniques they are us-
ing to tell the story: what each chapter covers, 
what the main actions are, how each segment 
opens and closes, where the major turning 
points occur, and so on. That’s taking care of 
the reader’s experience, something an author 
should always consider.”

Treating the Outline as a First Draft
Scottsbluff, Nebraska-based K.M. Weiland, 
author of Outlining Your Novel, Structuring 
Your Novel, and the fantasy novel Outland-
er, has an interesting theory about the pros 
of outlining. “Many authors who don’t use 
an outline are actually using their first drafts 
as an outline of sorts—from which they then 
figure out the story’s problems and use it as 
a template to write a better second draft.” So, 
she says, “outlines are my rough draft. And 
then when I actually go to write the first draft, 
it’s actually the second draft. Since I already 
know what’s going to happen, it’s where I 
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get to fine-tune those ideas, smooth them 
out, and explore them further.” For Weiland, 

“outliners do most of the major revising in the 
predraft process, which allows for much fast-
er (and, dare I say, more fun?) first drafts and 
much less revision time afterward.” 

Karen Wiesner, genre author of more 
than one hundred novels and of First Draft 
in 30 Days and From First Draft to Finished 
Novel, agrees. She used to be a pantser, but af-
ter writing sometimes twelve drafts of a novel 
to finally get it right, she decided to give out-
lines a try. “With the right preparation, you 
can create an outline so complete, it actually 
qualifies as the first draft of your book and 
includes every single scene of your book. You 
can see your entire novel from start to fin-
ish in one condensed place. An outline like 
this … contains every single one of your plot 
threads, unfurled with the correct pacing and 
the necessary tension, culmination, and reso-
lution from beginning to end.” For Wiesner, 
the outline is “the place to work out your sto-
ry settings, plot conflicts, and in-depth char-
acterization before starting the actual book. 
This allows you to focus on scenes that work 
cohesively together and advance all of these. 
Additionally, tension, foreshadowing, dia-
logue, introspection, action, descriptions, etc. 
can best be done within the outline, building 
strength while adding texture and complex-
ity.” The best part? “Creating an outline like 
this puts the hard work of writing where it 
belongs—at the beginning of a project. If you 
work out the kinks in the story in the outline, 
you ensure that the writing and revising are 
the easy parts.” Wiesner’s analogy cements 
her argument: “When I write a book based 

on a ‘first draft’ outline, pure magic happens 
because I watch the skeleton—the framework 
of the book contained in my outline—putting 
on flesh, becoming a walking, talking, breath-
ing story.”

Like Weiland, Pronovost, and Wiesner, 
Weaver believes an outline can save a writer 
both time and frustration. “Ideally, it will 
force you to think through the events of 
your novel before you ever put pen to pa-
per, and in doing so, it can reveal potential 
pitfalls, uncover creative opportunities you 
hadn’t considered, and give you a broader 
perspective. An outline can condense that 
process and minimize the wrong turns, and 
that makes it more likely that you’ll finish 
what you started.” Sally Cooper, Hamilton, 
Ontario-based author of Love Object and 
Tell Everything and creative writing profes-
sor at Humber College in Toronto, Ontar-
io, agrees with Weaver’s thoughts. “A good 
outline helps me think through the story 
ahead of time, so I avoid writing myself into 
an unresolvable corner. Outlines also cre-
ate direction, signposts, or goals to look for-
ward to and meet.”

Kathy Lowinger, Toronto, Ontario-based 
author and former publisher of Tundra Books, 
says that, “oddly enough, a detailed outline 
can be of most use to those who write beau-
tifully. For them, it is easy to write a great 
sentence or paragraph or even several pages 
without benefit of a good skeletal structure. 
Eventually it becomes apparent that the plot 
isn’t well thought out, but good writing can 
hide the plot flaws for a long time.” She also 
believes that for writers who claim to be 
smothered by an outline, “I always think 
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that they don’t understand what an outline 
is. It can be changed if it isn’t working, but,” 
she cautions, “the author has to understand 
that a single change should be looked at in 
the context of the whole work.”

Speaking of the whole work, Weaver has 
a fitting metaphor regarding outlines. She 
likes to compare a manuscript to a jigsaw 
puzzle. “Your job as the writer is to make 
all the pieces fit together to form a complete 
and pleasing picture in the end. The outline 

is the photograph on the puzzle box—it’s a 
guide to remind you what picture you’re 
ultimately trying to create. Sometimes 
you’re contending with a puzzle that comes 
with extra pieces that don’t quite fit. A big 
challenge for most writers, in my experi-
ence, is recognizing that those extra piec-
es don’t belong, and having the courage to 
let them go. An outline can relieve you of 
some of those decisions by making it clear 
when something doesn’t fit.”

A Word to the Wise for Plotters

Even pro-outliners caution against following an outline blindly. “If you get extremely de-

tailed and rigid about the outline process, you can rob yourself of the chance to stum-

ble upon something awesome,” says Sims. “An outline can and should be fluid. Be okay 

with throwing an outline away and starting over or slicing and dicing and adding in new 

stuff—even if you’re halfway through your book. If you get a gut feeling you ought to try 

something drastically different, give it a go.” MacKinnon concurs. “The outline is just a 

written guideline. Most authors I know would never let an outline get in the way of a good 

story. If inspiration hits in the middle of writing, and the characters or story seems to be 

going in a different direction, they follow their instincts and go with the story rather than 

the outline.” Cash holds the same theory, stressing that “the greatest drawback is that 

there’s always the risk of being shackled to your outline. Trust me, you won’t disturb the 

universe if you don’t follow it.” 

Pronovost feels the same. “Just because a writer has a plan doesn’t mean she has to 

dogmatically stick to it. There is always room for creativity in any structure, including in 

an outline. A rough, flexible, dynamic outline—one where change can occur throughout 

the drafting process—is a very practical tool.” Kevin Morgan Watson, publisher at Press 

53 in Winston–Salem, North Carolina, agrees. “An outline should be, to borrow a phrase 

from the movie Ghostbusters, ‘more of a guideline than a rule.’ A writer should always be 

open to new ideas that present themselves during the writing process. When that little 

voice says, ‘What if my character does this or goes there instead of following the outline; 

I wonder what would happen?’ I think writers should listen to that voice and take the de-

tour.” He cites the “wise words” from American poet Robert Frost as further evidence: 

“No surprise in the writer, no surprise in the reader.”
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Shaping the Story
For Sam Hiyate, literary agent, president, and 
co-founder of The Rights Factory in Toronto, 
Ontario, “outlines are essential for helping 
shape a story. You wouldn’t start building a 
house without blueprints. Why start a novel 
without one?” For Hiyate, who’s also a cre-
ative writing instructor at the University of 
Toronto and a publishing instructor at Ryer-
son University, “the most important thing is 
to write an outline at the level of detail that 
makes you comfortable. Some writers might 
have one [outline] that is two pages, whereas 
some might want ten to fifteen pages. If you 
have it in bullet points to start, you can still 
enter a chapter or scene with a lot of possibil-
ity, as long as you know where it will quick-
ly go.” For him, it’s all about “writing with 
the level of detail that will keep your writing 
spontaneous and fresh.”

For number one New York Times best-
selling author John Grisham, outlines are 
the Holy Grail of productivity and struc-
ture. “The books are carefully outlined be-
fore I ever start. Chapter by chapter, from 
beginning to end. And usually tedious and 
boring and even painful—but it’s the only 

way to make sure the story’s going to work. 
Usually the outline is fifty pages long. And 
the longer the outline, the easier the book 
is to write. I have started several books and 
put them aside—and a couple of times I’ve 
gone back and been able to finish them.” 
This level of planning for an outline on 
the part of the author could be an exam-
ple of what novelist and short story author  
Terence M. Green refers to as “the micro-
manager, who plans the whole story out in 
advance before the actual writing. I think 
it’s fair to say that the writer who benefits 
the most from the micro-planning is the 
one most concerned with plot, and plot in-
tricacies and twists.”

George sees an outline as a life-enhanc-
ing literary safety net. “If you run into trou-
ble, it’s never too late to create an outline to 
help you along. It can be as detailed or as 
sketchy as you’d like. Sometimes, when I’m 
having a crisis of confidence, I will hone the 
outline in order get reassurance that my sto-
ry has merit. That, alone, can get me writing 
again.” And George stresses that the outline 
may be for the writer’s eyes only. “Remem-
ber that no one else needs to see the outline. 

“The more detailed I got while outlining, the more frustrating the 
process, because my natural inclination is to figure out a lot along 
the way. Things come to me, answers to difficult plot questions 
appear as I write chapter after chapter. And, of course, as I de-
velop characters, I get to know them better and better, and they 
themselves suggest action, plot points, resolutions, and so on.”  
—eLizaBeTh siMs
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It doesn’t have to be perfect. You don’t have 
to update it or stay faithful to it—it’s so un-
like a spouse in that way. In fact, my rela-
tionship with my outline is probably the 
best I’ve ever known.”

Pantsers: The Cons of Outlines
For those who love to hate outlines, the 
writing process is viewed as more organ-
ic and free-flowing. Weiland believes many 
authors are “so talented and so able to hold 
the entire novel in their heads. They sim-
ply don’t need the tools that help the rest 
of us achieve that same end product.” Key 
West, Florida-based Meg Cabot, a number 
one New York Times best-selling author, is 
one such writer. “Because writing a book, to 
me, is like taking a trip. I know in my head 
where I want to go. I just don’t write out an 
elaborately detailed itinerary. Because the 
fun part—to me—is figuring out how I’m 
going to get there, and checking out the in-
teresting sites I see along the way.” Author 
Harlan Coben is another New York Times 
best-selling writer with a similar mind-set. 

“I don’t outline. I usually know the ending 
before I start. I know very little about what 
happens in between. It’s like driving from 
New Jersey to California. I may go Route 80, 
I may go via the Straits of Magellan, or stop-
over in Tokyo … but I’ll end up in Califor-
nia,” he says. In an interview for the U.K.’s 

The Telegraph, he clarifies further: “E.L. 
Doctorow has a wonderful quote on writing 
where he says that it is like driving at night 
in the fog with your headlights on. You can 
only see a little bit ahead of you, but you can 
make the whole journey that way. I concur, 
except that I know, in the end, where I’m go-
ing.” And, interestingly enough, for Coben, 

“there is no ‘why’ I don’t [outline]—you just 
do what works for you as a writer.” Sims 
believes that memory plays a role in why 
some writers, like Coben, don’t outline—
they can hold seemingly endless amounts 
of material in their heads before turning it 
into a book. But she muses on the impact 
time may have. “I sure wouldn’t tell him to 
change, but I wonder how that method will 
work as he gets older and the brain cells get 
a little less efficient!” 

Pronovost looks at it this way: “Instinc-
tive writers sometimes hold a book’s architec-
ture in their mind—essentially, the outline 
for them is something private, maybe even 
sacred, and speaking it out loud or commit-
ting it to paper can feel counterintuitive or 
even rigid.” Deborah Grabien, author and 
editor at Plus One Press in San Francisco,  
California, is in full agreement. “As both 
a writer (eighteen published novels and  
music journalism) and an editor of other 
peoples’ work (two anthologies of short fic-
tion), I loathe outlines. I find working with 

“Part of the joy in writing fiction is the surprise of it, the dis-
covery of things I hadn’t known were in me or that I wanted 
to say, or, more likely, the way those things chose to be said.” 
—eLizaBeTh BerG
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an outline the functional equivalent of trying 
to dance in a straitjacket or having sex while 
wearing a suit of armor. My mantra is, ‘A writ-
er writes, period; just tell the damned story.’ 
An outline is rigid and, for me, unworkable.” 

Embracing the Serendipity
Many writers simply love the serendipity 
and unpredictability of writing that comes 
without an outline. They don’t like what 
Finder calls being “constricted by the steel 
girdle of an outline.” Hiyate agrees. “The 
biggest flaw is, you can write yourself into 
a corner, and the characters are fighting 
where you want to go with them. Or, be-
cause you’ve planned too much, some of 
the spontaneity—and suspense—might be 
lost.” Cabot concedes: “Story ideas don’t 
come along often, and when they do, you 
have to treat them with care. Outlining 
them too thoroughly—even talking about 
them too much over coffee with a friend—
can actually ruin them, because it can 
make you feel as if the story is already told. 
And when that happens, if you’re like me, 
you’re dead.” 

MacKinnon explains it this way: “Some 
authors might be less inspired to start writ-
ing if they think they have the story all fig-
ured out. They find the story as they write it. 
Maybe they need the excitement of finding 
the characters’ motivations and the plot as 
it unfolds to them as well.” J.A. Jance is such 
an author. “I start with someone dead or dy-
ing and spend the rest of the book trying to 
find out who did it and how come. Knowing 
what the end will be would make it impos-
sible for me to write the middle,” she says. 

“I think if I knew what the ending would be, 

my motivation to write would disappear, as 
would the sense of discovery. I write for the 
same reason people read—to find out what 
happens—and I have never read the end of 
a book first.” Her reasoning? “This way, I 
discover the answers at the same time the 
characters do. This morning, at 60 percent 
of a book, I just found out that a character 
I thought was dead isn’t. If I had written an 
outline, would that even have happened?” 
Finder, a big fan of outlines, agrees in this 
case: “That’s just the kind of unpredictable 
twist you want, because if you didn’t expect 
it, your reader won’t either.” And that’s ex-
actly why, says Cooper, “the biggest haz-
ard of outlining comes to those who refuse 
to deviate from their meticulously plotted 
course. The story may have decreased ener-
gy or mystery or sense of surprise—for the 
reader and for the writer. Writing without 
an outline or with only a loose outline ide-
ally allows the story to unfold like a movie 
as it’s being written.” 

Sims, who has worked on both sides 
of the outlining fence, can relate to Jance, 
Finder, and Cooper. With her Rita Farmer 
mystery series, she’s had to put together 
a very detailed outline for each book for 
her agent. But, she says, “the more detailed 
I got while outlining, the more frustrat-
ing the process, because my natural incli-
nation is to figure out a lot along the way. 
Things come to me, answers to difficult 
plot questions appear as I write chapter 
after chapter. And, of course, as I develop 
characters, I get to know them better and 
better, and they themselves suggest action, 
plot points, resolutions, and so on.”
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Remaining Surprised
For Black, despite her attempt, outlines 
do not work. While she’s not against them 
and “envies” people for whom they do work, 
for her “they are a little deadening,” and 
here’s why: “With the first novel I wrote—
one I wrote, sold, and then withdrew be-
cause I saw its failings all too well—I used 
a pretty detailed outline. But I found that 
my ‘knowing’ what was going to happen 
took out some element of something like 
a romantic, if rocky, relationship with the 
book. I wasn’t intrigued by it. The process 
was a bit like paint-by-numbers for me, and 
finally I realized that the product was a bit 
that way as well.” So for Black, spontaneity 
and what she calls “openness” are impera-
tive. “One of the great benefits of winging 
it—or making it up as I go along—is that I 
feel fluid not only about such things as what 
is going to happen but also about the deep-
er meaning of the story. I like being a little 
stupid about my own work as it’s in process, 
so I don’t fight too hard against its natural 
process of evolution.” 

Green, a creative writing professor at 
Western University, cautions against out-
lines in terms of their relationship to the 
organic processes of change and revelation  

inherent in writing. “If one is a micro- 
manager in terms of adhering to the out-
line, the pleasure of discovering that your 
character is going to do something that you 
didn’t know he or she was going to do (like 
a real human being, your character is un-
predictable) seldom happens, and formula 
fiction often rears its head this way. If writ-
ing is discovery (and often self-discovery), 
the fully outlined and adhered-to story can 
become a ‘product’—albeit a professional 
one.” When it comes to writing, Green has 

“found it more valuable to keep a charted 
summary of each segment or chapter after 
it’s completed than to try to chart it in ad-
vance (like a journal of the novel; Steinbeck 
did this).” The purpose? The summary “lets 
me review it each morning and see clear-
ly what has gone before and what I should 
be addressing next. Then comes the actual 
writing that day, and often (in best case) the 
sense of wonder at what has been created 
at day’s end. And repeat the next day. And 
the next. In that sense, it’s a kind of reverse 
outlining and progression, tied into what 
has come before.”

In her book Escaping into the Open: The 
Art of Writing True, Chicago, Illinois-based, 
New York Times best-selling, and award- 

“I’m not a fan of obsessively outlining every scene because, for 
me, it kills my desire to write the story. Writing is a process of 
discovery, and you can miss great nuggets and details if every-
thing is pre-planned. Too much focus on the structure and not 
enough on the characters and details and themes can make the 
writing seem formulaic and flat.” — KaThryn MOCKLer
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winning author Elizabeth Berg says, “there 
are two kinds of writers: those who start with 
a plot and those who end up with one. I am 
one of the latter.” Berg says the few times 
she tried to plot a novel, “it was as though 
the book rebelled—it went another way en-
tirely, and then all those notes I’d taken to 
follow the ever-so-neat sequence of events 
I’d planned were in vain.” Like Jance, Black, 
Sims, and Green, for Berg “part of the joy in 
writing fiction is the surprise of it, the dis-
covery of things I hadn’t known were in me 
or that I wanted to say, or, more likely, the 
way those things chose to be said.” Berg 
starts her novels only with a strong feeling 
of something she wants to say and/or under-
stand, and the novel helps her do it. “I find 
almost nothing more enjoyable than to be 
working on a novel and wake up not having 
any idea what’s going to happen that day. It 
keeps me interested. It keeps me excited. If 
I had to write what the plot told me was ‘up’ 
next, I’d be bored—it would feel too much 
like homework.” Like other pantsers, for Berg 

“the magic in writing fiction comes from tak-
ing that free fall into the unknown and, rath-
er than making things happen, letting them.” 

Mockler, who outlines depending on 
the project, shares Berg’s overall sentiments: 

“I’m not a fan of obsessively outlining ev-
ery scene because, for me, it kills my desire 
to write the story. Writing is a process of 
discovery, and you can miss great nuggets 
and details if everything is pre-planned. 
Too much focus on the structure and not 
enough on the characters and details and 
themes can make the writing seem formu-
laic and flat.”

FINAL FOOD  
FOR THOUGHT 

The reasons why some writers outline and 
some don’t are as vast and varied as the cre-
ators themselves. Bottom line? Use what-
ever structure, or lack thereof, works best 
for you, without judgment. “Explore and 
experiment, and figure out what best un-
leashes your creativity,” says Weiland. Writ-
ing is a highly individual and personal pro-
cess, a journey of finding balance and what 
works best. And the tools and techniques 
that work best for each writer are always 
based on “personalities, backgrounds, and 
circumstances,” emphasizes Weiland. If 
you choose to go the outline route, then re-
member, she says, that outlines are “about 
discovering your story and organizing it, so 
you will then have an accurate road map to 
follow when writing your first draft.” But, 
stresses Wiese Sneyd, remember not to be-
come too attached to your outline. “Out-
lines need not be written in stone, but in 
sand. And don’t buy into the idea that an 
outline is essential to writing. It’s not,” she 
stresses. “I know many writers who sit 
down every day and write into the dark, so 
to speak. They allow the story and the char-
acters to carry them rather than relying on 
an outline to do so.”

Regardless of your path to the finished 
product, keep this quote in mind, from  
Stephen King’s On Writing: A Memoir of the 
Craft, for inspiration: “Writing is magic, as 
much the water of life as any other creative 
art. The water is free. So drink. Drink and 
be filled up.”
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Best tiPs of the trAde

Looking for some writerly inspiration not only to create but also to nail an effective out-

line? Our industry experts weigh in with these helpful tips. 

“If your book were divided in pieces, what would they be called? How many pieces 

(acts or parts) would there be? What would happen in each segment? Summarize in 

only a few sentences, not in a thousand pages. Does your outline have a climax? If 

not, why not? Does your outline have a clear beginning, middle, and end?” —Nita 

ProNovost, editorial director at Simon & Schuster Canada, former senior editor 

at Penguin Random House 

“Don’t confuse your outline with a summary of your novel. Keep your outline brief. 

It doesn’t even have to be comprised of complete sentences. Don’t be afraid to 

change it or move things around, and consider putting it away once it’s completed.”  

—Wiley Cash, New York Times best-selling author

“Know your characters. Think in terms of scenes, like a filmmaker. Include thematic 

and symbolic beats, not just plot points, and be open to throwing the outline out the 

window if the story takes a promising turn.” —sally CooPer, author and creative 

writing professor at Humber College

“Outlines are a great way to think through a story, to envision a story, much like a drive 

across the country or a family vacation: You can plan it down to the hour of every day, 

but it’s in the detours along the way where the better story, the better adventure, 

may be hiding. And what’s the harm in taking a detour to see what is there? If you 

work from an outline, make it a loose guideline. Give yourself permission to veer off 

course and explore.” —KeviN MorgaN WatsoN, publisher, Press 53

“The outline is simply a tool; don’t let it intimidate you. Use it as an aid to pace your 

novel well. Read it over from time to time. Your outline can help you identify slow 

points in your story. It can remind you that you’ve forgotten something and, if so, 

then how necessary is that something? Or maybe it was key, and you can’t neglect it. 

The outline will help you make decisions.”—Mary lou george, romance novelist

“Be flexible. Think of an outline as a collection of puzzle pieces. At first you think a piece 

might fit well here, but then you see it fits better there. Keep moving the pieces around. 

Don’t be afraid to toss some and add new ones.” —lyNN Wiese sNeyd, owner of 

LWS Literary Services

“Think of your outline as the bird’s-eye view of your manuscript. It’s meant to show 

you the best path to take—and to reveal any roadblocks long before you get to 
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them—but it shouldn’t prevent you from taking the odd side road on your way to 

your destination. An outline can take many different forms, and if one technique 

is too restrictive or makes you feel too constrained, try another. One bad experi-

ence with outlining doesn’t mean all outlines are bad.” —JaNiCe Weaver, award-

winning author and freelance editor

“Don’t be afraid to make a mess. Writing is like life: glorious, unpredictable, full of 

passion, woe, and joy. Be okay with ambiguity as you map your story; you’ll figure 

it out. And be open to making parts of your outline rough and other parts very de-

tailed. Don’t worry about following any particular form.”—elizabeth siMs, award-

winning author and contributing editor for Writer’s Digest

“Start out with what your central quest is; give your protagonist a series of trials of vari-

ous flavors (by that I mean level of difficulty, mood, etc.) to overcome; and put the res-

olution in the protagonist’s hands. And make sure that the protagonist is marked by 

each trial in some way. This holds for almost every novel, whether the quest is some-

thing intangible like acceptance or tangible like the Holy Grail.” —Kathy loWiNger, 

author and former publisher of Tundra Books

“Use the outlining phase as an opportunity to build story structure. The single most 

important factor of a story’s success and salability will be the strength of its structure. 

The outline is the place to start figuring that out so you will be able to place the im-

portant plot points and other structural moments at exactly the right place to allow 

them to achieve their utmost power.” —K.M. WeilaNd, author 

“When writing a short story, I’ve found it useful to take a sheet of paper and divide it 

into three (usually Intro, Body, and Conclusion, the Body being the substantial part 

of the page). By filling in these sections with ideas and details, the story can come to 

life in a general way. The actual writing of the story is where it can come to life in its 

particulars. For a new writer of fiction: Know the ending of your story. If one has this 

in mind, the goal is clear, the path straightens itself.” —tereNCe M. greeN, creative 

writing professor at Western University, novelist, and short story author

Jennifer D. Foster is a Toronto, Canada-based freelance writer, editor, and content strategist, 

who specializes in book and custom publishing, magazines, and marketing and communications 

through her company, Planet Word. She lives with her husband, their tween son, and their re-

tired racing greyhound, Aquaman. Jennifer is a mentor to novice editors and writers, and loves 

kidlit, yoga, Scrabble, yard sales, gardening, and all things Japanese. She can be reached via 

her website, www.lifeonplanetword.wordpress.com.


