
HOW TO BE 
CREATIVE



Hi! Welcome to my top tips on managing your 

creativity day-to-day. I'm a UK-based author with 

multiple publishing deals across the world. I also 

run an MA in creative writing and have taught for 

many organisations including Guardian 

Masterclasses, the Arvon Foundation, and the

Cheltenham Festival. This book will look at many 

of the common pitfalls of a creative life - rejection, 

procrastination, writer's block and more. I'll mostly 

talk about writing fiction, because that's what I 

know, but it should work for all creative 

disciplines.  

You can find me on Twitter at @inkstainsclaire, 

and visit my website for more writing tips at 

www.ink-stains.co.uk  

I hope you enjoy it!  

Claire McGowan

About Me



Creativity isn’t like a tap that turns on and off whenever 

we want it to. It flows in more mysterious ways than 

that. Sometimes we can sit down and produce 

thousands of words, as if we’re transcribing something 

inside us. Some days we feel fed up, tired, 

disheartened, and we struggle to write a single word. 

Sometimes it can feel like this will never pass, but it will. 

It’s a temporary and totally normal state, because 

creativity can be a fickle muse sometimes. I’ve always 

found understanding and diagnosing the particular 

problem to be half the battle, so in this book 

you'll find some tips that may help get you out of that 

creative rut. Although it is mostly about writing fiction 

(because that’s what I know), it should also apply to 

other creative pursuits.   

The most important thing is to remember you're not 

alone! Everyone creative has been here at some point. 

What we are trying to do is hard, and that's what makes 

it so rewarding. 

Introduction

'Creativity isn’t like a tap 
that turns on and off 

whenever we want it to'



What’s at the root of your creative slump? Are you tired 

or ill or just burnt-out? If so, a short break from all 

creative pursuits might help. If you’ve been pushing 

really hard to try and achieve something, like finishing a 

book, you can end up feeling drained. Allow yourself 

some time to read, walk, rest, or just do nothing. Have 

sick days. There’s a temptation when you’re freelance 

or juggling your creative pursuit with a job to cram it into 

every slice of time, but this is a sure-fire way to run out 

of steam.  

Are you burnt out? Creativity isn’t an endless well, and 

sometimes we need to ‘fill the tank’ by resting and 

experiencing the world, looking for ideas. This can often 

happen if you’ve been working hard on something 

similar, e.g. finishing a dissertation.  

Perhaps your block is coming from a deeper place – 

you’re frustrated with getting nowhere in your career, or 

paradoxically you are starting to get somewhere and 

now you’re terrified. This isn’t surprising. As Anne 

Lamott says in her excellent book Bird by Bird, if you 

don’t feel good enough before you’re published, you 

won’t feel it after. Are you scared of failure, or rejection, 

or even success? Are you distracted? Are you 

disorganised? We'll cover all those points soon.  

1. Diagnose the problem



Of course, we all have days where we just stare at the 

blinking cursor and nothing gets done. Sometimes, this 

is important thinking/staring out the window/mulling 

time. But more often it’s procrastination. Again, this is 

totally natural – it’s not easy to spin something new out 

of thin air, and the way we are taught to write at school 

doesn’t lend itself to being creative. We’re told to be 

exact and precise, and not to make mistakes. So when 

you start to type or pick up your pen you might be 

assailed with doubts.  

Here are some ways to get past this stage:  

Understand it’s all part of the process (more on this in 

the next point). 

Start small: if you haven’t written in a while then it will 

take more energy to get back into the brainspace for it. 

Even a few hundred words is good to start with. Work 

up to it slowly, like with exercise.  

I find it helpful sometimes to write longhand in a 

notebook. It feels more like sketching, and less like 

anyone ever has to see it (which they don’t, by the 

way). You're also less likely to fiddle with and edit work 

that's written longhand.  

2. Stop procrastinating 



Step away from the delete button. You can correct 

obvious typos but otherwise I would strongly suggest 

you don’t edit the day’s work at all, and perhaps don’t 

even read over what you wrote the day before. Keep 

going until the story’s natural momentum kicks in. You 

can always go back and fix it later.  

Set goals for yourself (see point 9), and use a series of 

tricks and treats to make sure you meet them (see 

point 4).  

Natalie Goldberg is a writer and poet I really admire. In 

her brilliant book Writing Down the Bones, she talks 

about 'automatic' or free writing: where you simply 

start moving your hand over the page (or typing) and 

don't let yourself stop at all, allowing yourself to write 

any old rubbish in an effort to get past resistance. Why 

not give it a try if you're in a rut?  

And as for writer's block, I don't think that really exists. 

There isn't a special kind of burn-out or procrastination 

that exists just for writers, it's usually the normal old- 

fashioned kind. Work out exactly what is wrong and 

think of some strategies to get around it. 

Exercise: 
How do you feel about 
writing? About getting 

published or not?



Most pieces of creative work are not produced in a 

smooth, linear fashion, but rather in fits and spurts, 

three a.m. deadlines, days of great flow and inspiration, 

days of wanting to throw your laptop out the window of 

a moving bus, and so on. Understanding this process 

has really helped me keep going at times when I 

wanted to give up on a book (which happens pretty 

much every time). 

Another concept I have found really helpful is that of 

drafting. You can’t fix every issue at the same time, so 

instead you can do drafts for story, structure, dialogue, 

character, prose style, etc. As long as you keep moving 

forward, you'll be OK. What you absolutely want to 

avoid is cycling round the same opening section over 

and over again. I used to always get stuck there, and 

that’s why I have a hard drive full of the abandoned 

beginnings of novels. There is no way through it other 

than grinding out words, day after day. 

My process usually goes something like this:  

Phase 1: I have the idea, and I’m really excited and 

pretty sure it is the best idea ever. I might do a little 

preliminary research to get some thoughts flowing. 

Phase 2: I have to start writing. Getting the first line 

down is hard, and then after that it often flows quite 

easily for about 20-30,000 words.  

3. Understand the process



Phase 3: I start to get stuck and am not sure what 

happens next. The only way through this bit is to keep 

writing. Even if it’s not consecutive, even if these 

scenes will be cut later, even if you think it’s awful, keep 

going. Every writer I know hates their book at this stage.

It's also very important you don't panic, as panic 

destroys creativity.  

Phase 4: I hit 60k upwards and I know it's going to be

OK. I can finish this book. It may not be the perfect 

book I dreamed of, but it’ll be done. 

Phase 5: I tweak and edit a bit, perhaps moving scenes 

around and adding or deleting some. Then I send it out 

for some feedback - usually to my agent first, but you 

might like to use a trusted beta reader. Choose

someone who writes or really knows about books, and 

who can give you helpful feedback other than ‘it’s great’ 

or ‘you made a typo on p27’. 

Phase 6: editing. It goes back and forth between me 

and my agent, then me and my editor, until we’re 

satisfied. Each time it (hopefully) gets a little better. 

   

Phase 7: copy edits. This includes things like checking 

the timeline, checking facts and research, story 

consistency and so on. You’ll notice I only do research 

here and and at the very start. This is because research 

is the ultimate procrastination, and one you can go into 

so deeply you never come out, and before you know it 

you have a PhD in that topic and no book. 



Phase 8: checking, proofing, primping, blurbing, cover, 

and so on. By this stage I am usually totally sick of the 

book and only interested in the new one I’ve started 

writing.  And so the cycle begins again!  

If I could pick out the single most useful thing I've 

learned about writing, it's to think in terms of drafts and 

phases, and realise it's totally normal to feel what you 

feel at certain points.  

Also, beware of getting stuck in what we might call 

Phase Zero - where you never actually start anything, 

or you keep changing your mind about what you want 

to write, because the book in your head is always 

perfect. Once it starts coming out on the page you 

realise you won't be able to pull it off exactly as you 

hoped. This is also totally normal, but it means you will 

never be a published writer! Remember the maxim: 

don't get it right, get it written.  

Exercise:  
Make a list of all the things 
that are currently stopping 

you from working 



Your goal to start with should be just to get something 

down on paper. I recommend writing six days a week if 

you can. It doesn’t have to be for very long at all. I 

usually aim for 1,000 or 2,000 words a day. This can be 

done in under half an hour if you really push and you’re 

not fiddling, editing, or over-thinking. Here are some 

ways to force yourself into writing more. Why not try 

writing sprints? These are brilliant for getting out of 

slumps. Fifteen minutes is a good length. Try writing 

with friends, or using the website writeordie.com. The 

reason to write every day is that the story quickly takes 

on its own momentum that way – but don’t beat yourself

up if you miss a few days. No one’s counting but you. I 

also don’t write these daily words all the time – if I’m 

deep in edits I find that I don’t have the capacity. Just in 

writing periods. 

Take yourself seriously as a writer: invest in a 

good desk, a proper chair, and have it all properly set 

up. This will also save you from chronic back pain later 

on - trust me, I know! (Ouch)  

Spend some money: whether it's on a laptop, 

notebook, courses, books etc, it will make you feel 

you've committed to this and you're one step closer to 

being a professional.  

Treat yourself. Buy nice pens and paper, get flowers 

for your desk, put up inspiring pictures, wear a ballgown 

at your computer…Whatever works. 

4. Trick and treat yourself



Tea and biscuits and/or cake (this is a very important 

part of writing). Also remember to drink water while you 

work, and get up for a stretch and stroll regularly. You 

can even get apps that remind you to take a break. 

Writing in cafes: not only is it a bit of a treat and gets 

you away from distractions, the background noise can 

actually help with productivity. 

The ‘off my desk’ 85% rule: I tell myself that once I've 

done almost as much as I can by myself (85%, very 

roughly), I will send it to someone else for feedback. It 

keeps the momentum going.  

Writing the end/the fun bits: there's no need to write 

the book chronologically. No one will know.  

If all else fails I recommend having a strong motivation 

to get a book finished and published - hating your job is 

a good one, or having an unmanageable commute, or 

really needing the money. Too much pressure is no 

good, but a bit is helpful.  

Exercise:  
Make a list of your favourite 

treats and the things you 
need to start writing now



'But I just don't have time' is a great excuse not to write, 

and one we all use from time to time. If you have a job, 

a family, and lots of other demands on you, it can be 

hard to find the time and mental space for it. But it's 

doable. You just have to prioritise. Anything that is not 

essential - socialising, TV, book club - may have to go 

for a period of time, while you really push at your work. 

As I've said, fifteen minutes a day is enough to get a lot 

done, but sometimes you will really need to focus. Here 

are some tips for finding time.  

Limit distractions: turn off all the notifications on your 

phone and computer, switch off the internet if you have 

to (or use a blocking programme like Freedom). Shut 

yourself away, Phantom of the Opera-style. It won't be 

forever.  

Get away from your desk/house: it can be impossible 

to write with the dishes piling up in the sink and people 

demanding attention, so why not escape to a 

cafe /laundrette/soft play area and grab a bit of writing 

time? The background noise will also help you to focus, 

strangely.  

Retreats: you'll be amazed how much you can get 

down in just a few days this way. I like to go to 

Gladstone's Library in Wales but there are lots of other 

specialised retreats. 

5. Finding the time



Lunchtimes/after work/before work, in bed before 

you get up, at the gym, in a café, on the train: all you 

have to do is carve fifteen minutes out of your day 

somewhere. That's enough to keep your novel ticking 

over. I'm the opposite of a morning person, so I used to 

stay in the office late and write when everyone had left. 

Short bursts: this doesn't need to be forever. Can you 

make special arrangements for e.g. a month, a child 

care deal, reduced hours at work? 

The Pomodoro technique: check out this useful time 

management technique to boost productivity.  

Trains, buses, planes: I wrote my first novel on the 

train during my long commute, and still love writing 

while in motion. As long as you don't get travel-sick!  

Exercise:  
Take out your diary for the next 
month and map out all the times 

you can use for writing



What is there for a writer to be scared of? Well, how 

long have you got? Lack of success. Success. 

Exposure. Lack of exposure. Being ignored. The 

limelight. Being criticised. Not being liked. Hard work.  

Living in fear is all part of being creative, and a certain 

amount of terror is useful, like a snapping dog urging us 

on. The trick is to not become paralysed by it.  

Afraid of rejection? Get rejected. You get used to it. 

Have more than one project on the go, so you don't sink 

your heart and soul in to one thing. Join a class or 

writers' group, to get used to feedback. It's terrifying the 

first time someone reads your work, but the fear goes 

down exponentially each time.  

If you're afraid of hard work, sadly, the only way out is 

through, and even if you trick and treat yourself for 

months there will come a time when you to do the hard 

grind of editing your book. Recognise that everyone's 

been there, and slog through it.  

The truth is, a lot of creative people are also deeply 

neurotic, and we can get in our own way much of the 

time. Many of us have deeper issues around self- 

esteem, success and failure. Consider whether a short 

course of therapy or CBT might help you get over some 

of these fears and blocks about your work. And look 

after yourself - writing a book can feel like baring your 

soul sometimes.  

6. Overcoming fear 



This is a really tricky one, because at certain points in 

the process your brain will tell you the work is bad, but it

won't be true (or it might....) I have abandoned a few 

projects, which I still feel bad about, when I wasn't 

enjoying the early stages. This bit at least should feel 

like fun. I've also had to scrap a few novels after years 

of work, because the story simply wasn't fixable. If you 

can't sum it up in a few lines (see my other ebook, 

HOW TO GET PUBLISHED, for more on this), it might 

be time to move on.  

Here's some questions to ask yourself:  

How well do you know your characters? Are they 

interesting, active, lively people who might make terrible

choices? Have you given them a really juicy problem or 

goal? Does this get solved too quickly? Have you given 

them some more problems? Is the end satisfying? Has 

change happened? What sources of drama and conflict 

are there? Why should we care about your characters? 

Can you sum the story up in one or two lines, without 

getting muddled? Do you feel excited when you think 

about working on it?  

Bearing in mind what I've said about following the 

process, ask yourself if this is really the project for you. 

Perhaps you're even in the wrong medium? Maybe 

you're a memoirist or a screenwriter or playwright?   

7. What if the work itself is bad?



Sometimes, we need to remind ourselves why we

wanted to write in the first place. When you're bogged 

down in the minutiae of how many commas you need 

on p.12, it's easy to lose sight of the big picture. Some 

things I find helpful are: 

Reading books about writing (but only good ones…) 

such as Stephen King's On Writing or Anne Lamott's 

Bird by Bird. Beware of the how-to books that give 

stupid advice like 'you will need a pen or a computer'.  

Follow the lives of great artists or writers: I love 

reading biographies of famous writers, partly because it 

shows me everyone goes through insecurity and 

worries. 

Read a brilliant book: remind yourself why you love 

writing. 

Read a terrible book: 'I can do better than this' is a 

good motivator.  

Get obsessed with an idea: I find newspapers, true 

crime, and non-fiction books good for this. You may 

even need to take a short research break to remember 

why you wanted to write this book in the first place. 

Find your writing ‘mentors’ or inspirations: people 

whose work or commitment you admire. You don’t have 

to know them…they don’t even have to be alive!  

8. How to get inspired again



This may be starting to sound a bit like a workplace 

seminar on project management, but bear with me. If 

you tell yourself 'I'm going to write a book', the most 

likely response will be terror, procrastination, and 

paralysis. So tell yourself 'I'm going to write 1,000 words

today'. Or 500. Or 100. If you keep this up every day for 

a month (you can have one day a week off), then by the 

end of it you'll have around 30,000 words. In three 

months you'll have a whole novel.  

I know this sounds a bit too good to be true, and you 

will likely have to stop sometimes to plan or think, but it 

really does work. Many writers call this the 'Draft Zero', 

or 'the Rubbish Draft', when you spew your ideas out on 

paper and don't worry about what anyone will think, 

because no one else will ever see it. Telling the story to 

yourself, really. If you've tried to planning and plotting 

approach and it doesn't work, try this instead. I've never 

been able to plan a book without diving straight in. It's 

actually more fun that way, because I never know 

what's going to happen next.  

I also like to use monthly goals like '30k by the end of 

June', and deadlines such as upcoming holidays, e.g. 

'I'll get this to my agent before I go away'.  

Useful things to tell yourself:

'I’ll come back to this’ 

‘I’ll put this in my ‘extra bits’ folder’ (i.e. the bin)  

‘Insert XXX here’ 

‘I’ve done what I can with this for now’ 

9. Use goal-setting



10. Get some buddies 
Once you get published you will probably meet and 

become friends with a lot of other writers. But what 

about before that, when you have zero contacts and 

know nobody? It can be really helpful to get yourself a 

little tribe of fellow creatives. People who understand 

the ups and downs, who can give advice and support, 

come with you to networking events and so on. Some of

my best friends now are people I met years ago doing a 

writing course, the first time I'd ever come across 

people who were interested in the same things as me.  

How to find this tribe? Take a class, or do an MA if you 

can afford it, or a shorter course. Even a one-day 

workshop can be a good place to meet people. Join 

Facebook groups for writers and get on Twitter. Go on 

writing forums. Attend festivals and events.  

If you're very lucky, these creative friends might even 

become beta readers; people with enough skill and 

knowledge of the process to really help you with your 

work. You could even set up a writers' group and 

exchange work every week.  

I've always found the writing world, especially crime 

fiction, to be extremely welcoming, and meeting people 

can only help you with getting published as well (see 

my other book for more on this). Even if you get a huge 

deal and everything is brilliant, there will most likely

come a time when you need someone to turn to and 

ask 'is this normal?' I hope this book has gone some 

way to answering that question for you!  



What to read 

Bird by Bird by Anne Lamott 

Writing down the Bones by Natalie Goldberg 

The Artist’s Way by Julia Cameron   

On Writing by Stephen King  

Places to go  

Gladstone's Library  

Retreats For You 

The Arvon Foundation  

Classes and events  

Writers' and Artists' Yearbook (they run events as well 

as producing the iconic book) 

The Festival of Writing  

Faber Academy  

City University, London (this is where I teach but most 

universities offer writing MAs or even BAs)  

The London Writers' Cafe 

Chalk the Sun (London) 

Guardian Masterclasses  

Useful websites 

writeordie.com 

mynoise.net 

http://nanowrimo.org - I haven't talked about 

NaNoWriMo yet, but it can be an amazing way to forge 

ahead with your book. National Novel-Writing Month is 

in November.  

Useful info



If you've enjoyed this book, do make sure to check out my 

other free one, HOW TO GET PUBLISHED.  

 

You might also like to see what events I have coming up, 

as I often run writing workshops. Usually in London, but 

also in other places too. And I'm also available to visit 

bookshops, book or writing groups, book festivals, and so 

on. Visit the events page on my website, www.ink- 

stains.co.uk 

 

I also offer one-to-one support, and can read your MS and

give you detailed and constructive feedback on how 

marketable the idea is, the quality of the writing, and 

everything from typos to concept. To find out more visit 

www.ink-stains.co.uk/teaching  

 

Here's what some of my clients have to say: 

 

'Claire’s feedback has proved invaluable and her report 

was packed with tips to improve my manuscript. For all 

writers seeking an agent or publication, Claire’s advice is 

second to none' – Charlie P 

 

'Your report was incredibly helpful and I amended my MS 

accordingly' - Belinda S 

 

'Thank you so much, Claire. I am already sparking with 

new ideas!' - Ann G 

 

 

Other things I do...


