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Writing is the most personal and complex form of thinking and communicating. Why 

would any sane individual choose to share this complex, unpredictable, demanding 

activity with someone else? 

The answer is simple: The conviction that a combined effort can produce a body of work 

infinitely superior to what that individual can create alone. 

1. INTRODUCTION: 

Writing is the most personal and complex form of thinking and communicating. Writing 

requires abstract reasoning, an increased level of maturity, and a great deal of self 

discipline. It necessitates the exploration of feelings, values, emotions and ideas. It is not 

a cut-and-dried, follow-these-rules, step-by-step procedure. A writer, even as he or she 

writes, is also tinkering, reforming, stopping, anticipating, contemplating, and revising, 

revising, revising. . . Why would any sane individual choose to share this complex, 

unpredictable, demanding activity with someone else? The answer is simple: The 

conviction that a combined effort can produce a body of work infinitely superior to what 

that individual can create alone. 

Collaborative writing is even more complex and demanding than writing solo because it 

involves the sharing of thoughts and beliefs and the merging of intimate feelings and 

personal views. Not all writers are suited to this task. Would-be collaborators must find 

some common ground for agreement and accord. To do this both participants must be 

willing to negotiate and compromise. Are you suited to being a collaborative writer? 

Below is a short test that can help you assess your CQ (collaborative quotient.)  

Answer true or false: 

1. You can negotiate almost anything.  

2. Our best thoughts sometimes come from others.  

3. When debating differences, you must understand the other person's position as 

well as your own.  

4. You should never allow yourself to be manipulated or intimidated when resolving 

disparities.  

5. Compromise is more profitable if both parties understand the situation.  

6. Information, expertise and willingness to take risks are important tools in reaching 

consensus.  
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7. Time, information, and persuasiveness are crucial variables in adjusting to 

differences.  

8. Sometimes winning at all costs, is losing.  

9. Negotiation can be a win-win situation.  

10. Conflict is not always negative.  

11. A person willing to arbitrate should not be judgmental of the motives and actions 

of others.  

12. Sometimes it's easier to say no than to find a solution to your problem.  

If you answered yes to at least nine of the above questions, you are a prime candidate for 

collaborative writing. If you answered yes to at least six of the above questions, you 

should be able to handle having a writing partner very well. If you answered yes to only 

four of the above questions, you might want to think twice before deciding to write with a 

partner. If you answered yes to less than four questions, forget, it. You're not suited for 

team writing. 

II. BEFORE YOU START: INITIAL COMPLEXITIES AND CONSIDERATIONS  

 Before the writing begins, prospective partners should consider how to handle:  

o Feelings - writing solo stirs up feelings and passions. Team writing brings 

the added burden of coping with a partner's feelings and passions also. 

o Values - in team writing you must not only define and refine your own 

values, you must also discover and accept your partner's values. 

o Emotions - writing draws on associations, dreams, mental images, visions 

and fantasies. When you and your partner began to explore these volatile 

areas, you are bound to stir up clashing emotions. 

o Ideas - What is significant to one person can be a piddling triviality to 

another. When you have a writing partner you are sometimes forced to 

redirect your eyes and look from a different angle. 

 When two people agree to become writing partners even at the pre-writing stage, 

they should be prepared to deal with:  

o A partner who wants to tinker with the plot. You agree that revision is 

needful but your partner is approaching the modification process with the 

antiquated tools or unorthodox methods. 
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o You and your partner agree to reform or recast a major character. Then 

you disagree on direction. What seems progress to your partner is, for you, 

regression. 

o Your partner is anticipating what? Remember, no two people have the 

same set of expectations. 

o The two of you look back and begin to contemplate. . . Be careful. Often 

contemplating can disintegrate into complaining.  

 You haven't even begun to write and already there are problems. Expect this and 

be ready to deal with it by using the following guidelines to help you work 

through the rough spots. Remember, it's best, when possible to work out major 

problems and differences before you begin to write. 

o Apply active listening. Hear what your partner has to say without 

anticipating what is to come. Don't interrupt and don't complete or correct 

what your partner has to say. 

o Consider your partner's opposition objectively. Understanding comes 

through empathy and perception. 

o Don't erect barriers or build walls. You can disagree without being 

disagreeable. 

o Adopt a step-by-step approach. Break the problems down into smaller 

increments. Look for areas of agreement and maximize those points. Don't 

feel you must have a precise yes or no answer to the entire problem. 

o Maybe there's an alternative solution. If not, compromise until you reach 

an agreement. Remember, you are looking for a solution, not trying to 

prove a point. 

o Don't leave the problem unsolved. Talk it out. Only then are you ready to 

move along with your project. 

 Writing requires completeness and attention to detail that is absent from any other 

form of communication. When two writers begin the process of merging thoughts 

and words, it can result, instead, in a collision. What about: 

o Diction -choices of words and phrases. Each writer will have his or her 

own individual style. Blending and merging two distinct writing styles can 

be problematic. 

o Syntax- sentence structure. This involves rhythm as well as meaning and 

can be cause for controversy. 

o Rhetoric - the effective use of words as a story telling device. How a story 

is told may be as important as the storyline itself. 
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 The first big step for collaborative writers is to move from sharing, which is to 

contribute what is right and proper in this common effort, to combining, which is 

the ability to bring together the two efforts into a united whole.  

III. LOOK BEFORE YOU LEAP:  

 When the points of view and the intimate thoughts of two individuals merge, the 

ideas generated are subject to dispute and conflict. Baring passions and hopes that 

have thus far been too private to speak aloud, results in a frightening 

vulnerability, that can, if not handled properly, destroy a budding partnership. 

o A good way to test the waters for a possible collaboration is to see how 

well you agree and to what point you disagree on a given theme or 

concept. 

o One picture is worth a thousand words. On a separate e-mail labeled 

PICTURE you will find your thousand words. 

o With your prospective writing partner study the picture carefully. 

o Combine your thoughts into collaborative answers to the questions below 

the picture. 

o Write each answer down, but only after you and your partner have reached 

a consensus of opinion. 

Questions: 

1. What is the dominant image, or series of images that form a total impression? 

2. What is the theme that unites the picture to form that overall view? 

3. What is the ultimate realization? Look for relationships between concept and 

feelings. 

4. Relate the picture to your immediate world. 

IV. WITH PEN IN HAND 

 So you have determined that possess the skills and abilities to be a team writer. 

Now you are ready to attempt a temporary merger. By working through the ten-

step exercise below you can experience some of the frustrations, joys, and 

rewards of collaborative writing. Working with your partner: 

o Make a brief outline of a scene from a story. 

o Define time and place, then the mood and atmosphere you hope to convey. 

o Write two brief character sketches, one male, one female. 



Collaboration or Collision Course?            Herb & Billie Houston aka Barri Bryan© 

Introduction to Collaborative Writing                                                                                    January 2001  
 

P a g e  | 5 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the  

Romance Writers of America®. 

 

Copyright (c) 2001-2013, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

 

o Add physical characteristics to your characters. 

o Sketch a scene between the two characters. 

o Write a dialogue between your two characters 

o Use sensory terms to give your reader insights into the minds of your 

characters. 

o Use scenery, sound and natural phenomena to create emotions. 

o Use symbols, imagery, and metaphoric language to heighten tension. 

o Discuss ways to increase drama as you telescope time between this and 

your next episode. 

V. NOW THAT YOU'VE TESTED THE WATER. . . 

By now you should have some feel for what it's like to write with a partner. You also 

know, if you didn't before, that a perfect partnership, like a perfect marriage, does not 

exist; however there are ways to lessen tension and overcome problems.  

 Compatibility and an accepting environment are the prerequisites for a workable 

partnership. Now is the time to lay down some ground rules that can help create 

and maintain such an atmosphere. 

o Collaboration has two meanings:  

 The first meaning is: to work together. Partners may not always be 

working at the same time or even on the same project but they 

should always feel a spirit of cooperation and share the same goals.  

 Collaboration also means cooperating with the enemy. This 

meaning carries the connotation of conspiracy or collusion. In the 

purest sense of the word there is some collusion involved in 

collaborative writing. It's a joint scheme to persuade the reader. 

o A permanent collaborative venture is a business partnership. 

 Each party will share duties and reap benefits from the alliance.  

o Lay down some ground rules. 

 Who? Just two, me and you. There is no place in a collaborative 

writing partnership for a third party.  

 What? Will you write fiction, articles, novels? As unlikely as it 

seems, this can sometimes be grounds for a major dispute.  

 When? Set a definite time to work together.  

 Where? Have a specific place to work, preferably one that is free 

from intrusions and commotions.  
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 Why? This may seem a trivial question, but without a valid reason 

to write it is doubtful you will stick to it, either collectively or 

individually. 

 Who's in control? 

o You may be surprised to find that this is seldom a major problem. 

Somewhere along the line every writer recognizes that no individual is 

always in control of what he or she is composing. To paraphrase Emily 

Bronte, the writer who possesses the creative gift owns something over 

which her or she is not always master- something that at times wills and 

works for itself. Collaborative writing requires no more than recognition 

of this fact. 

 What about disagreements? They can be one of the pluses of having a writing 

partner Properly handled, most disagreements make for a better story. A little 

turmoil and strife can enhance the tale you're spinning. and create more complex 

and interesting characters. Long works of fiction are like ubiquitous weeds, they 

thrive best when threatened with eradication and extinction.  

o Arguments and disagreements go with the territory. Head 'em off at the 

pass. How to avoid disagreements. No guarantees, but it helps to:  

 Set aside a certain time to make major decisions. For this team, it's 

best done in the early morning. 

 Avoid making hasty or ill advised decisions. Take a day or two to 

reflect and consider. 

 Realize that you can never hope to absolve all disagreements, but 

then if you agreed on everything, one of you wouldn't be 

necessary. 

VI. CONCLUSION  

 Sometimes opposite is good.  

o If partners have shared intellectual interests, a difference is temperament 

can be an asset. 

 The male member of this team is sensible and realistic. His 

thinking is linear and logical. He is a pragmatic problem solver, 

and a stickler for knowledge and experience. 

 The female operates more on hunches and institution. 

 If you have been able to establish a new partnership, think of it as the first step of 

a many thousand mile journey. You have learned to: 

o Draw wide parameters and agree in general on many subjects.  
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o Now you are ready to decide on particular assignments. You are ready to 

embark on an adventurous experience. You are ready to be involved, be 

challenged, be productive, and most of all to be a worthwhile contributor 

in many noble endeavors. 

Bio: Barri Bryan is the pen name for the husband-wife writing team of Billie and Herb 

Houston. They have been writing as a team since 1990. Billie is a former high school 

English teacher. She has a B.A. in history and an M.A. in psychology from The University 

of Texas at San Antonio. Herb has a B.A. in divinity from Trinity College. He has worked 

as a computer programmer, a teacher, and a technical writer. Their published works 

include short stories, novels, articles, essays and poetry. Their latest historical novel, A 

SINGLE THREAD was published by New Concepts in August of this year. A 

contemporary novel entitled HONKY TONK COWBOY will be published by New 

Concepts in November. Billie and Herb are currently writing a novel set in rural Texas in 

the 1920s. They have just completed a novel set in a small town in Texas in 1945-46. The 

novel A SINGLE THREAD is set in Texas in 1907. They plan to write a novel for every 

decade of the twentieth century. They are working now on an outline for a novel set on a 

small farm in Texas in the 1933. Books by Barri Bryan available from New Concepts 

Publishing A LOVE LIKE MINE * RETURN TO PARADISE * AFTER THE ALAMO * A 

SINGLE THREAD * In November: HONKY TONK COWBOY  

http://www.barribryan.atfreeweb.com/ 

http://www.wordmuseum.com/authors/barribryan/index.html 
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