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Understanding Discovery Writing

Introduction: Wait, what?

A friend asked me to teach them how to be a pantser.

Unthinkingly, I said “sure!” 

I figured it would be a very simple thing for me to do, because all you have to do to be a pantser is this: feel the fear and do it anyway. 

However, I quickly realized that answer isn't as helpful as we would all like it to be. So, this book is my attempt to give a bit of actual, useful advice on how to be a pantser...or, more accurately, how to be a discovery writer.

To be honest, I'm not sure why someone would want to be a discovery writer. I certainly did not want to be one! That is why it has taken me so long to accept the fact that I am what is so derogatorily referred to as a pantser. I was told for years—decades—that being a pantser is a recipe for failure. No self-respecting professional author is a pantser!  

But then I wonder how much time I would not have wasted second-guessing myself if a book like this had been available when I was younger…

(My friend eventually explained his reasons, and they are good ones! I talk about those reasons in the What’s Holding You Back? section!)

Perhaps some people are attracted to the concept of discovery writing because they have heard that it might help them increase their daily output of words? That's possible, but in my experience, it all comes out in the wash (unless you're Dean Wesley Smith, who we will talk about later).

Maybe someone is genuinely, inherently a discovery writer, but they stifled that impulse out of fear. I suspect a lot of innate discovery writers go through that phase, because all the advice to novice writers is to start with an outline. I can't tell you how many articles and books I've looked at over the years that profess being specifically for discovery writers, but at some point or another fall back on the tired advice “start with an outline.” I wasted years of my writing life trying to force myself to “outline then write” and feeling like a failure because that never got me anywhere. 

It’s easy to become demoralized by the steady beat of experts telling you that you are doing it all wrong even though you suspect deep in your heart that you are, in fact, doing it the right way for you! 

The few professional authors who own up to being discovery writers tend to be downplayed quite a bit or dismissed as outliers. And indeed, they are outliers. That's very true.

But not because there aren't a lot of people who, by nature, use discovery writing, but because discovery writers are reminiscent of students who were left-handed one-hundred years ago: it's been trained out of them. Sometimes, brutally. 

My mother was one of those people. She had an affinity for being left-handed, which was trained out of her at a very young age. She remembered the suffering she went through as a child, and it infuriated her to her dying day. Admittedly, her handwriting was gorgeous, and she had no problems being a right-handed person overall. The adults in her life did a good job of torturing the left-handedness out of her, I suppose.

But if there was one thing Mother could do best, it was hold a grudge. When she carried me around as an infant, she purposefully shifted me back and forth in her arms so that both my hands had an equal opportunity to become dominant. 

And that's how I ended up being left-handed.

Part of that story, of course, is that society changed around my mother as time went on. She still got some criticism from family and teachers for “allowing” me to be left-handed, but generally it was far more acceptable in the 1970s than it had been in the 1940s. 

The result was that as left-handedness became more socially acceptable and permitted by the education system, the number of left-handed people spiked. But more left-handed people hadn’t been born. The fact is that roughly 10% of humans are left-handed. Here’s the kicker: it has always been true that 10% of humans were always left-handed. 

The spike in numbers in the 1970s was because people who were naturally left-handed were allowed to be left-handed. Adults who suffered from being forced to treat their right hand as their dominant hand, finally—unlike my mother—switched back to using the dominant hand that came naturally to them. Children like me were allowed to use our naturally dominant hand from the start. 

The world changed slowly but irrevocably around left-handed people, but we were always a part of it. 

I feel it's probably going to be similar for discovery writers over the next few years.

More and more people will accept that being a discovery writer is not only permissible but a great way to write a book or serial or anything at all. Many more will finally start talking openly about how discovery writing is a critical tool in their writing techniques arsenal.

And some who had their “pantser” ways brutally beaten out of them (figuratively, I hope) might realize that they can learn and use discovery writing techniques that feel more organically creative to them than outlining and planning ever did!

However, for the moment, discovery writing is largely overlooked as a valid technique to teach writers. Additionally, because there are so many different ways to practice discovery writing, teaching it is difficult, even for those who want to cover it in classes. 

Since outlining techniques are fairly uniform (if different in structure), it’s possible to consistently teach those techniques to writers. That is not to say all planners plot the same way since most develop their own habits and techniques as they gain experience; however, if your advice is to always start with an outline, then you can successfully teach a wide variety of people by having them all start with an outline—any outline will do! 

Compared to training somebody to be an outliner/plotter, established methodologies for discovery writing are thin on the ground, which is why few instruction manuals for it exist. But fortunately, they are not difficult to learn once you know they exist.

This is how we’ve ended up with so many schools of outlining/beats: different writers created their own versions of outlines/beats and then started teaching their process to others. Too often they claim theirs is the One True Way, which is not true at all, but the thing they all agree on is that some form of pre-plotting is not just important, but required.

And, well, to be honest? Yes, outlines are necessary more often than not.  

But wait! There’s more!

The reason I can say “outlines are necessary” is because my primary assertion is that while discovery writers and plotters share a process, they do it in opposite directions. I believe discovery writing can be taught (and more importantly, learned) because there is structure in them-there-hills. It’s just not the droids you are looking for. 

Generally, discovery writers organize on the back end, instead of on the front end the way plotters do. They may not need to do much organization at all if they are experienced writers with a strong intuition cultivated by a deep knowledge of storytelling (more on that in Intuition and You). Such authors mentally structure their story as they discover the plot and character arc(s). 

No matter what approach to discovery writing you use, at some point deep in the process there is always a bit of reflexive review to tighten up the story. This can happen either when you’ve got a completed draft, or when it has become too unwieldy to simply keep bashing out words (and we’ll be talking about both later!).

Obviously, being a discovery writer of shorter works can be a little bit easier, because you write it and then you finagle it into its final form in a shorter time span and with more intense focus. Longer works can be a lot more difficult, though. 

If it’s so difficult, I hear all you critics out there saying, why not just outline from the beginning? Because no matter how hard it is to organize a story in the later stages of the process, that is still easier than trying to organize a story that never actually gets written. That is, if the writing instruction doesn’t meet writers at the place where their creativity lives, then they will simply never write anything. 

Let me be clear to students and teachers of writing both: crushing a writer’s motivation and inspiration to write because it doesn’t conform to an abstract ideal of “normal” and/or “acceptable” is a terrible thing to do. Too often, it leads to people abandoning creative writing altogether. That, in my not-so-humble opinion, is criminally negligent. 

The alternative is to let writers lean into their strengths, whether that is pre-planning using outlines, character profiles etc., or discovery writing, or a mix of techniques. 

Teaching writers how to use the principles of discovery writing requires teaching them the best way to connect with their intuition by breaking through their Resistance/inspiring their Muse first and only falling back on outlining/beats later in the process. There are ways to do that, and more than one way to incorporate discovery writing into your practice.

Unfortunately, the common (only?) advice given to people who are committed discovery writers is to “just write without stopping.” This is as helpful as telling us to write an outline first, and just as insidious. Dean Wesley Smith calls it ‘writing into the dark’ and it is a powerful way to write…but it’s not easy. 

“Start at the beginning and keep going until you get to the end” works well for those who have enough writing experience and have honed their intuition for years, but they are few and far between. Trying to do that particular discovery writing technique before you are ready (skilled, experienced, prepared) usually means you end up with a bunch of different messes to clean up. 

To be fair, that’s how a lot of discovery writers (like me) learned how to write in the first place. I created so many messes, y’all…so many. Trying to fix those stories taught me a lot about my own creative method, at least when I was paying attention and not just bad-mouthing myself. But it was a hard slog and trapped me deep in confusion between the distant poles of “outline first, write second!” and “just start at the beginning and don’t stop!” Talk about whiplash!

Both of those extremes suffer from the same problem: they fail to acknowledge the natural inclinations and innate creative process of discovery writers. Therefore, when we find the going difficult, we blame our technique. We, and everyone around us, just assume that being a discovery writer is the problem, a lazy way of getting out of doing the hard work. 

But here's the thing: No one ever taught us how to use discovery writing techniques. No one ever explained the pitfalls, the dangers, and the proven practices of how to get out of the corners that we invariably write ourselves into. 

Did you see that? That was me telling you that writing into a corner and getting stuck is absolutely normal for a discovery writer. All discovery writers do it. Maybe not in every story, but often. Allow me to blow your mind a little bit: It's a feature, not a bug. 

But there we are in that corner, feeling trapped with no way out, and cursing the fact that we didn't create an outline to start with. Since we failed miserably at the only “pantsing” method anyone talks about (“start at the beginning and keep going until you get to the end!”), we bow to the pressure. We go over to our bookshelf or library and look for a book that shows us how to outline efficiently and successfully. We try following those instructions like a magic formula. 

For some, that is the solution. 

But for many discovery writers, like me, it exacerbates the problem. For us, writing an outline tricks our brains into thinking we've already written the story. Actually writing the story becomes damn near impossible, and I end up crying in frustration because the story is right there in the outline but forever out of reach.

If learning how to write an outline made writing easier and better and faster, we’d all be doing it successfully. It never worked for me, nor for most of the discovery writers I’ve known over the years. 

We need a different approach, one that uses defined, teachable techniques to help us overcome the unique problems we run into as discovery writers. 

I looked and I looked and I looked for people writing about discovery writing as a valid and acceptable method of writing, but there wasn’t much out there. Mostly, discovery writing is grudgingly acknowledged as a technique that some successful authors use but is cautioned against as being an “unprofessional approach.”

Eventually, I found a few online articles and three books1

, and that is the whole bookshelf of “advice for discovery writers.” 

Now you know why I wrote this book. I believe a lot of writers out there are uncomfortable with their craft, through no fault of their own. This includes those who have repressed their natural pantser inclinations and anyone else who has attempted and failed at outlining because they were brainwashed into believing it was the only “right” way. Sure, they could learn how to become plotters, maybe, if they are lucky. 

But maybe they just need to learn how to become better at discovery writing. 

I also propose that the reverse is true: someone who is a plotter can, with dedication and intention, learn how to use discovery writing techniques to help spice up their own creative journey. 

If you have never explored the heady joys of discovery writing, there is no better time than now! 


Terms, Defined

There is a full glossary of the terms I use throughout this book in the end matter. However, before we get to the meaty stuff, I want us all to be very clear on what I mean when I use certain terms. You will note that I generally do not use the word “pantser” and when I do, I put it in quotes. Wonder why? Read on!

Pantser, Plotter, Plantser???

To be perfectly honest, I sincerely doubt there is a writer out there who is 100% a “pantser” or a planner. Most discovery writers I’ve talked to describe their process as a mix of techniques they vary and change up along the way, and when I talk to planners, they describe using their favorite discovery writing techniques without being aware that is what they are describing.

That’s because we are talking about a spectrum here, not an either/or switch. On the whole, I believe that the dividing line between the types of writers is pretty fuzzy, if it exists at all. 

I know authors who meticulously outline their stories, knowing full well that at the one-third mark, their characters will go rogue and completely destroy the original outline. Are they discovery writers or not? They deny it, but they are, at least partially. They just use discovery writing later in the writing process. They have to start with an outline in order to start at all, but they have to use discovery writing in order to get to The End. 

Many self-proclaimed pantsers do it the other way around, starting off without any guardrails but then dialing in an outline or story beats when the story is further along in drafts. They need the organization of those tools but not too early in the process or it kills their motivation. 

I would rather that you focus less on “am I or aren’t I?” than on how the different techniques best serve your personal writing process. I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again: all brains are different. How your brain puts a story together is not how my brain puts a story together, and neither may reflect whatever writing method du jour is popular right now.

One aspect often used to differentiate between the extremes of the spectrum is to claim that discovery writers get in “the zone,” or what in psychological terms is called the flow state, while planners don’t. This is wrong, as the truth is simply that discovery writers and planners use the flow state differently.  

We've all heard about “the zone” and I think at some point we've all experienced it: that moment where you become seamlessly immersed in what you are doing to where your conscious mind stops being aware of your sense of self and the passage of time. “You” as a construct becomes absorbed by the process. Athletes talk about it a lot in sports, when they are so focused on their goal that they don't even think about it when their instinct and intuition and muscle memory take over completely. 

Most writers are familiar with it, too. Those are the moments when we get lost in the writing and we feel like we're living the characters’ lives as we type. For some writers, it is a rare experience and maybe even a disconcerting one because it feels too much like losing control. For others, it is energizing and might be the only way they can write consistently or productively.

It's not that discovery writers are better at getting in “the flow” or that's the only valid way to write. The difference is that discovery writers use the flow state as an important tool in their arsenal of writing techniques, whereas planners like to have the structure set in place around them before approaching the flow state sparingly and in measured doses.

People misunderstand the flow state to mean you're not in control of the outcome, but that's untrue. When you are in the flow state, you are not consciously in charge of the outcome, but everything you've learned and everything you've practiced over time will determine the outcome for you. 

For athletes, that means they will run or swim as fast as they've been training for all their lives, not suddenly veer off the racetrack for funsies. For dancers, it means they will complete the choreography for the song or the scene without thinking about which step comes next. The muscle memory and the coaching they have practiced
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