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The Writer's 12-Step Inspirational Program Handout 

by Michele R. Bardsley (http://www.michelebardsley.com) and Susan Charnley 

Step 1. Admit that you are a writer. 

Admit it to yourself first and believe it. Then admit it to others. Whenever you have the 

opportunity, tell those who ask what you do ... I'M A WRITER!  

EXERCISE: Write TWO instances where you can tell people (or just one person) that 

you're a writer. If you're already comfortable with telling people that you write, then 

challenge yourself to create interest in your writing by telling people a blurb (keep it 

short!) about your WIP. If you're published, then challenge yourself to tell at least one 

NEW person five days this week (about your book. Hand this person a business card, 

sampler, or bookmark. The idea is to get comfortable in the role of writer—wherever you 

are in your career. 

Step 2. Tell the Universe what you want. 

Universe. God. Spirit. Energy. Whatever you chose to call the positive force in your own 

life ... it's time to ask it for you really want as a writer. This step isn't about your belief 

system, it's about putting your true desire on paper.  

EXERCISE: Take a moment to write down ONE thing you want from your career.  

Step 3. Recognize that writing is more than words on paper. 

Think about what your writing means to you. Now get ready to put it on paper (or to type 

it on your computer). 

EXERCISE: Write for five minutes or for as long as you want. Don't edit yourself. You 

have the freedom to write whatever and however you want.  

Step 4. Set two goals to accomplish in the next 30 days. 

Think about ways you can begin to achieve your dream. Don't make the goals too easy or 

too challenging. 

http://www.michelebardsley.com/
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EXERCISE: Write down two ways for you to begin to achieve your dream within in the 

next month. 

Step 5. Verbalize your goals.  

It's time to share your heart's desire. It's important to hear yourself admit what you want 

to accomplish. It's equally important to hear others to validate your goals.  

EXERCISE: Tell your partner (or friend or spouse or real live human being) what your 

goals are, then your partner will repeat to you what you said.  

Step 6. Be prepared to act. What would you be willing to do to achieve your goals? 

Think about your life and where you can carve out some time. Consider everything—

even those things you think are unchangeable.  

EXERCISE: Write down a few of your ideas about what how you can create time for 

you and your writing. 

Step 7. Verbalize and validate. 

Now it's time to tell your partner (or real live human being) what you've decided.  

EXERCISE: Let your partner know what you've decided to do to put your writing at the 

top of your priority list. Partners, look your peers in the eyes, and after every statement 

given, say, "You can do that." 

Step 8. What's holding you back?  

Think about what obstacles you must face in order to reach your goals. Don't worry about 

how to tackle the problems right now.  

EXERCISE: Write down at least two challenges you must overcome to reach your new 

goals.  

Step 9. What can be done? 

How can you clear out your blockages to accomplish your goals? 
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EXERCISE: Free write/brainstorm ideas to bust through your "blocks." 

Step 10. Re-evaluating your feelings/dreams/goals. 

Since you started the Program, has anything changed?  

EXERCISE: Expand your self-expression; write everything that comes to mind. 

Step 11. Sharing time.  

Let's hear from the participants. Who's willing to share their dreams and goals and/or 

what you've learned about yourself or your writing? 

EXERCISE: Write down what you've learned about yourself and/or your writing. Now 

tell someone! 

Step 12. Develop an attitude of gratitude. 

Recognizing and actively appreciating the blessings in your life helps inspire you. 

EXERCISE: Write down five things you like about yourself. Then write down five 

things you like about your writing.  

This handout is © Michele R. Bardsley & Sue Charnley. Please keep it for YOUR use. 
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Hello Fellow Writers! 

You've probably signed up to this workshop because you feel stalled in your writing or 

you feel like you're not tapping into the potential of your talent. Maybe you feel like 

you're not challenging yourself enough, but you're scared of taking risks.  

Whatever your reason for taking this workshop, I'm glad you are. It means you've 

recognized your needs as a writer and are willing to do something to change those 

restless, bored, stalled, helpless, frustrated feelings. 

The workshop is designed to help YOU--wherever you are in your career. Whether you're 

unpublished and working on your first novel or you're on the cusp of publishing or you're 

a multi-published author looking to push your career in another direction ... The Writer's 

12 Step Inspirational Program can help you. Depending on your goals, you can take this 

workshop a hundred times with a hundred different results.  

I love giving this workshop at conferences. Writers walk in feeling cautious--knowing 

only that they need inspiration for their writing--and leave with a new knowledge about 

themselves. They look at the handout and think, "Oh gee. Been here. Done this." And 

then they WORK those so-called easy steps and find out the inspiration they needed was 

within them all along.  

Sue Charnley and I were motivated to create The Writer's 12 Step Inspirational Program 

because we know the struggle of trying to balance our writing careers with other parts of 

our lives. Not only must we worry about writing and promoting (and for most writers, the 

maintenance of an additional job), but we must somehow find ways to spend quality time 

with our family and friends, keep our homes clean and our desks organized, and see to 

our mental, emotional, and physical health. 

How many times have you put aside our needs and desires to accommodate those of 

others? Parent, spouse, cook, friend, lover, mechanic,<insert role here> ... we are defined, 

no, we are trapped by a myriad of expectations. Is it any wonder we tend to get 

sidetracked and frustrated when it comes to our writing? 

The good news is that we only have to live one moment at a time. One day at a time. 

Reliving the past or worrying about the future distracts us from the present. This is not to 

say we should never spend time with our memories or that we shouldn't make plans for 

the future ... we should. But we should also LIVE in today and appreciate all that is 

around us. A hug for a child instead of an impatient, "Just a minute!" A bubble bath 
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instead of a quick shower. A quiet minute of meditation instead of a frantic minute of 

worry. Writing a paragraph instead of watching five minutes of television. 

It's not about perfection. It's not about achieving a balance so pure, so complete, we need 

never worry about how to fit one more thing into our busy lives. It's not about becoming 

Super Person. It's about now. Right now. That's it. That's all you get. So what are you 

doing with your now?  

Think about how you live your day ... what choices do you make? Do you hurry through 

it? Do you forsake writing for other responsibilities? Do you believe, on some level, that 

if "I can only finish this and this and this, I'll have time to write"? Do you believe that if 

you're organized enough, balanced enough, perfect enough, your life will unfold in a way 

that you can control?  

The good news--and the bad news--is that any sense of control we have is an illusion. 

People rush toward the destination "Happiness" without realizing the journey IS the 

destination. If this were you last day on earth, would you think, "Gee, I shoulda done the 

laundry?" <g> 

For the next three weeks, I want you to do TWO exercises EVERY DAY of the 

workshop, in addition to the Steps. 

1. Take five whole minutes for yourself. If that means going into the bathroom and 

locking the door, then do it. You deserve this time. Don't think about anything, don't 

worry about anything, don't mentally add items to your "to-do" list, and don't think about 

your work-in-progress. Enjoy the silence, concentrate on your breath, and be still. Some 

of you will find this easy, others will find it annoying, others difficult to do ... allow 

yourself to feel however you want about taking this five minutes. It isn't about perfection, 

it's about the moment. If your mind is in fast forward, leaping to the next task, the next 

problem, the next expectation, it's going to be hard to give up five minutes. Do it anyway.  

2. Rewind. Yeah, rewind. If you find yourself in the middle of doing something you wish 

you weren't doing, stop and change it. Do this at least once a day. For example, if you 

find yourself yelling at your kids, stop it, take a moment to think about what you're 

accomplishing (not much), and change it. It might mean walking away and forgetting 

your gripe or it might mean skipping the lecture and going straight to the discipline.  

Another example: If you find yourself at the water cooler participating in juicy gossip, 

stop and change it. Disparaging others, no matter how "well-deserved," eats away at your 
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own soul. It might mean walking away or it might mean saying, "I'm uncomfortable with 

this conversation." You can, at any time, change what's happening in your life. As Maya 

Angelou said, "If you don't like something, change it. If you can't change it, change your 

attitude."  

We'll start with the first two steps of the program. I'm listing them below with the 

accompanying exercises. Get started on them and tomorrow, post your results. If you're 

not comfortable posting to the list, then feel free to e-mail me privately. Even if you don't 

choose to post or to e-mail me privately, WORK THE STEPS. 

Step 1. Admit that you are a writer. Admit it to yourself first and believe it. Then 

admit it to others. Whenever you have the opportunity, tell those who ask what you 

do ... I'M A WRITER!  

EXERCISE: Write TWO instances where you can tell people (or just one person) that 

you're a writer. If you're already comfortable with telling people that you write, then 

challenge yourself to create interest in your writing by telling people a blurb (keep it 

short!) about your WIP. If you're published, then challenge yourself to tell at least one 

NEW person every day this week about your book. Hand this person a business card, 

sampler, or bookmark. If you're extremely comfortable in your role as a writer, then look 

at where the challenge is for you ... do you have a close friend or a relative that puts down 

what you do? Formulate a kind or a clever response and use it the next time this person 

insults your writing. Even if this person's opinion doesn't matter to you, it's important to 

express that YOU value your writing. Responding to another's negativity with positive 

energy (and it may just be a knowing, kind smile) represents an opportunity for you to 

honor yourself and your writing.  

Step 2. Tell the Universe what you want. Universe. God. Spirit. Energy. Whatever 

you chose to call the positive force in your own life ... it's time to ask it for you really 

want as a writer. This step isn't about your belief system, it's about putting your 

true desire on paper.  

EXERCISE: Take a moment to write down ONE thing you want from your career.  

I look forward to hearing from you tomorrow. Please report on your progress with the 

"five minutes alone" and the "rewind" exercises along with the first two Steps of the 

program.  

Let me leave you with a final quote to consider: 
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"This above all; to thine ownself be true, and it must follow as the night does the day, 

thou canst then be false to any man." ---William Shakespeare.  

Steps 3 & 4: 

I'm so thrilled with all the positive feedback on the list. Thanks to all who've shared their 

experiences, progress, efforts, and support. Continue incorporating the daily practice of 

"five-minute vacation" and "rewind."  

Here are two more daily "life" exercises:  

ENGAGE THE MOMENT. At any point during your day, no matter what task you're 

working on, recognize the "now." If you're doing laundry, turn off the to-do list going 

through your head and notice what you're doing. How do the clothes feel? How does the 

soap smell? Any memories come to mind about the shirt you're putting into the washer? 

Process the details of the moment, no matter how crazy or minute. Live in that moment 

totally and completely.  

GOOD FOR YOU. Make a decision today to support your health--physical, mental, 

emotional, etc. Maybe you eat carrots in place of a candy bar. Maybe you take a brisk 

walk at lunch. Maybe you take a "book break" and read. Maybe you take a nap ... or you 

go shopping and buy something weird and whimisical just for you. Do at least ONE thing 

that's "good for you." And remember, this is for you and is decided by you! (So it might 

mean eating a candy bar instead of those carrots. <g>)  

And to the next Steps...  

Step 3. Recognize that writing is more than words on paper. Think about what your 

writing means to you. Now get ready to put it on paper (or to type it on your 

computer). 

EXERCISE: Write for five minutes or for as long as you want. Don't edit yourself. You 

have the freedom to write whatever and however you want.  

Step 4. Set two goals to accomplish in the next 30 days. Think about ways you can 

begin to achieve your dream. Don't make the goals too easy or too challenging. 

EXERCISE: Write down two ways for you to begin to achieve your dream within in the 

next month. 
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Steps 5, 6 & 7: 

Steps 5, 6, 7 take us to the halfway point in the workshop. So far, you've been encouraged 

to: 

 Take time for yourself 

 Live in the moment 

 Focus on writing goals 

 Dig under surface complaints to find core issues 

DAILY EXERCISES 

INSPIRATION -- Jennifer's posting of quotes is synchronicity in action. I want you to 

take a few minutes each day to study an inspirational text. Maybe it's a favorite passage 

from a scripture or a writing guide (such as Anne LaMott's BIRD BY BIRD). Maybe it's 

a magazine article or a biography of someone you admire. Find a passage--just a 

paragraph or two that you can ready and study with the intent of drawing inspiration from 

it. Why does what you're reading affect you? Soak in the idea that's resonating with you 

and write about how you'd like to incorporate it into your life. Or just think about it 

throughout your day. 

BREATHING -- We don't think a lot about breathing--after all, it's a natural function, 

right? In Yoga, breath control is called Pranayama. I've encouraged you to do breath 

observation as part of your five-minute ritual. If you haven't incorporated it, and don't 

want to, that's fine. Do take a minute or two sometime during your day (perhaps when 

you feel high stress) to practice Pranayama. There are different techniques listed here: 

http://www.yogasite.com/pranayama.htm 

However, it's not complex. Yogic breathing is done through the nose (inhale and exhale) 

and you breathe deeply ... so that you can feel the breath in your belly. This is a good way 

to de-stress, re-focus, and experience the moment. 

THE STEPS 

You're about to embark on a section that requires you speak to a human being. If you 

want to e-mail encouragement on the lists or privately to one another, that's fine. 

However, I encourage you ... URGE you ... to find a friend or relative to sit down with 

you and do these exercises. You need the experience of someone looking you in the eye, 

http://www.yogasite.com/pranayama.htm
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validating what you've said, and telling you "You can do that!" This is part of the 

connection I spoke about in another post. As John Dunne wrote, "No man (or writer) is 

an island." We just like to think we are. :-) 

I suggest reading and completing these Steps before asking your friend or child or spouse 

to help you. Make sure they know their roles, explain that you need their verbal support 

and positive energy. We've talked a lot about fear and you might find yourself facing fear 

... fear of rejection, fear of committing to your goals, fear of admitting out loud your 

desires. Don't let doubt stop you. Just go for it! 

Step 5. Verbalize your goals. 

It's time to share your heart's desire. It's important to hear yourself admit what you want 

to accomplish. It's equally important to hear others to validate your goals. 

EXERCISE: Tell your partner (or friend or spouse or real live human being) what your 

goals are, then your partner will repeat to you what you said.  

Step 6. Be prepared to act. What would you be willing to do to achieve your goals? 

Think about your life and where you can carve out some time. Consider everything-even 

those things you think are unchangeable. 

EXERCISE: Write down a few of your ideas about what how you can create time for 

you and your writing. 

Step 7. Verbalize and validate. 

Now it's time to tell your partner (or real live human being) what you've decided. 

EXERCISE: Let your partner know what you've decided to do to put your writing at the 

top of your priority list. Partners, look your peers in the eyes, and after every statement 

given, say, "You can do that." 

Steps 8 & 9: ACT OR DISCARD.  

Throughout the next couple of days, I want you to make a list of things you've "been 

meaning to do." When the idea of, "Oh crap, I REALLY need to write that letter to Aunt 

Ida," pops into your mind, write it down. Next to it, write HOW LONG it's been since 
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you first decided you needed to do that. After you've compiled this list and the time 

frames, I want you to sit down and decide, "Act or discard." For example: 

Write Aunt Ida letter --- three weeks 

Update website --- two months 

Write Chapter Five --- six weeks 

Vacuum Floor -- three days 

File paperwork --- three months 

If any item on your list is something you've been "meaning to do" for three months or 

longer, DISCARD it. Life is too damn short for you to nag yourself about accomplishing 

a task that has lost its purpose or its luster for you. If you didn't find time do it in three 

months, chances are, you're not going do it. So free yourself from the obligation.  

For each item left on your list, ask the following questions: 

1. How has NOT doing this task affected my life?  

2. Is it a promise I made to myself or to another person?  

If not accomplishing this task hasn't affected your life one iota (other than the self-

nagging you do to get it done) then consider just how important it is to the quality of your 

life and to your self-care. Cross it off the list and stop beating yourself up for not doing it. 

If not accomplishing the task has affected your life in discernable ways, then star it for 

further consideration (read on). 

If it's a promise you made to another person or to yourself, decide if you can still follow 

through with the obligation. If you can't, or IF YOU DON'T WANT TO, then delete the 

task. If it's a promise you made to yourself, discard the guilt, forgive your inaction, and 

move on. Give yourself permission to NOT to do this task. If it's a promise you made to 

someone else, and you can't or don't want to follow through, then contact the person and 

let them know. Don't let their disappointment or anger or, worse, kindness ('cause then 

the guilt factor comes into play) erode your ability to say no or to say, "I've changed my 

mind." DO NOT SUGARCOAT THE TRUTH OR TELL A FIB TO GET OUT OF THE 
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OBLIGATION. Honor yourself and your friend/spouse/child/whoever by telling them 

kindly and honestly that you're not going to fulfill your original promise.  

Okay, hopefully you've crossed some items off your list. Of the ones left, ask the 

following questions: 

1. Is it important to my health or well-being? (The dreaded annual or mammogram.) 

2. Can I outsource it? (Maintaining website or doing housework.) 

3. Can someone help me do it? (Clean out the garage or update filing system.) 

4. Is it something I can do within a month's time? 

Come up with a viable, step-by-step plan to accomplish the tasks WITHIN 30 DAYS and 

don't be shy about asking for help or about delegating some of the work.  

Two caveats are health and money. You can't discard health problems or debts. These 

two items are non-negotiable for Act Or Discard. Don't tell your body, "Sorry, but I'm not 

going to the doctor because I don't want to." Don't call up your friend and say, "I've 

decided not to pay back the money you loaned me. I'm really sorry."  

If you've been procrastinating anything regarding any aspect of your health, you are 

under orders to take care of it RIGHT NOW. Schedule a doctor's appointment, find a 

therapist, start an exercise program ... whatever it is ... DO IT.  

You cannot discard the obligation of debts. Being in financial distress drains us and 

stresses us out. If you owe money to friends, bill collectors, credit cards, etc. ... get help, 

make a plan, and follow through.  

THE STEPS 

Step 8. What's holding you back? Think about what obstacles you must face in 

order to reach your goals. Don't worry about how to tackle the problems right now.  

EXERCISE: Write down at least two challenges you must overcome to reach your new 

goals.  

Step 9. What can be done? How can you clear out your blockages to accomplish 

your goals? 

EXERCISE: Free write/brainstorm ideas to bust through your "blocks." 
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Steps 10 & 11 

All right! We're almost done with the Steps. I don't have anymore "life" exercises for 

you; I hope you incorporate the ones I've already given you into your daily lives. Keep 

taking those five minutes and rewinding those moments. :-) 

Step 10 is a re-evaluation of your goals and feelings. Dig deep! We've been doing Step 11 

(sharing) throughout the workshop, but use it now to create an overview of what you've 

learned and what you've decided to accomplish from this point on. :-) 

Step 10. Re-evaluating your feelings/dreams/goals. Since you started the Program, 

has anything changed? Do you feel more committed to your writing? Uncomfortable 

about what you're attempting? Excited about the possibilities? 

EXERCISE: Expand your self-expression; write everything that comes to mind. 

Step 11. Sharing time.  

Let's hear from the participants. Who's willing to share their dreams and goals and/or 

what you've learned about yourself or your writing? 

EXERCISE: Write down what you've learned about yourself and/or your writing. Now 

tell someone! 

STEP 12 

Step 12. Develop an attitude of gratitude. Recognizing and actively appreciating the 

blessings in your life helps inspire you. 

EXERCISE: Write down five things you like about yourself. Then write down five 

things you like about your writing. 

Be principled. Keep within the boundaries you've created. Stay in integrity. Use active 

listening when someone is speaking to you. Be present for those around you. Validate 

people. Appreciate the moment. What you put out into the Universe will come back to 

you. 

Writing is an act of faith, not a trick of grammar. - E. B. White 
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Writing is easy; all you do is sit staring at a blank sheet of paper until the drops of blood 

form on your forehead. - Gene Fowler 

The profession of book writing makes horse racing seem like a solid, stable business. - 

John Steinbeck 

The only sensible ends of literature are, first, the pleasurable toil of writing; second, the 

gratification of one's family and friends; and, lastly, the solid cash. - Nathaniel 

Hawthorne 

Success is not final, failure is not fatal: it is the courage to continue that counts. - Winston 

Churchill 

Obstacles are those frightful things you see when you take your eyes off the goal. - 

Hannah More 

Great goals are never reached by following the line of least persistence.  

- William Arthur Ward 

If you would not be forgotten as soon as you are dead, either write things worth reading 

or do things worth writing. - Benjamin Franklin 

But suppose, asks the student of the professor, we follow all your structural rules for 

writing, what about that "something else" that brings the book alive? What is the formula 

for that? The formula for that is not included in the curriculum. - Fannie Hurst 

Reading and writing, arithmetic and grammar do not constitute education, any more than 

a knife, fork and spoon constitute a dinner. - John Lubbock 

There are three rules for writing a novel. Unfortunately, no one knows what they are. - 

W. Somerset Maugham 

 

 

 


