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For DSR. Wherever you are, I think you know.





INTRODUCTION

I might’ve been early, but I wasn’t wrong. Over a decade ago, I recognized that journaling had a major PR problem. As a marketing and communications executive, part of my job was to be a futurist, to predict what people will want and need before they know it. And the tea leaves weren’t looking good. Both in that role and on an interpersonal level, I was witnessing how massively dissociated our culture had become, and I knew that analog self-expression could help. But at the time, journaling was closely associated with cringe poetry, angsty teen scribblings, and overly scented bath products, despite it being a science-backed, effective, and legitimate modality for mental, emotional, and physiological well-being. I wanted to get more people to the page, but I also recognized that accomplishing this required us to shift the cultural connotations about what it means to keep a journal.

To start chipping away at the misconceptions, I created a gender-neutral brand, AllSwell Creative, influenced by my time in and on the ocean. It began with design-forward, analog products, including a series of write/draw notebooks, a deck of thoughtful prompts, packs of cheeky postcards, and more. My thinking: Make it attractive. Make it feel good. The people will come. And they did. A dedicated community coalesced around putting pen to paper. But the marketplace also quickly taught me that the process of mindful writing, which has been intuitive for me since I opened my first journal when my age was just a single digit, is intimidating to others. Scary, even. It turns out, people have some major journaling hang-ups.

Addressing this, I crafted a curriculum of guided sessions that came under the AllSwell umbrella. I made my approach enjoyable, approachable, visually inviting, and even aspirational. Less precious, more Prada. I wove peer-reviewed scientific research throughout to assuage left-brain concerns and avoid any lightweight, “hippie” connotations. Less Boulder, Colorado, more Bain consulting. All of this was carefully architected to infiltrate cultural sectors that wouldn’t otherwise take journaling seriously, and to help get ink flowing.

In the early days, when I shared the concept with business-minded decision-makers, their responses often resembled bored or quizzical looks. The same people who sought out my professional opinions as a brand marketer were frequently dismissive, occasionally even snarky. (At one point, a contact took me out for coffee to apologize for having ridiculed my business behind my back to our mutual professional colleagues.) For the most part, this pushback fueled my intent, but when I occasionally got discouraged, I reminded myself that this endeavor wasn’t really about me. The practice of journaling supports others in ways that are badly, urgently needed.

Pen-to-paper is the antivenom for our digital malaise. “How are you?” seems like a basic question, but it’s become increasingly difficult to answer in the age of distraction. We’re in a constant state of react-and-respond from the first moment we glance at the brilliant little phones in our hands. Our brains navigate wave after wave of data specifically tailored to our interests, concerns, and tastes, with cues cleverly designed to engage us, hook us, sell to us.1

We sleep with our phones under our pillows, checking devices before we’ve had coffee, let alone pee.2 (Uncivilized, but statistically true.) We’re losing vital opportunities to be creative, ceding them to artificial intelligence and pervasive busyness, yet we’ve never been hungrier for meaning.

Many of us are on a steady digital diet of psychological junk food, stuffing it in by the fistful and wondering why we feel unnourished. To state the obvious, this is not healthy.

Amidst these challenges, it has become uniquely difficult to know how we actually feel, what we derive meaning from, and even who we are. While the answers to these questions will differ from individual to individual, they don’t come from external sources. Mindful journaling helps us thread our way through these tempestuous times, unlocking access to what is true and real, what our values and visions are. Pen in hand, a sense of purpose comes into view.

And the zeitgeist has started to catch up. Today nobody glazes over when I tell them what I do for a living. They’re intrigued, curious, engaged, sometimes verging on needy. Like a dermatologist at a cocktail party being asked to look at a mole, people pull me aside to share their concerns and desires to journal, peppering me with questions. Why? Wave after wave of burnout. We are beyond burnt; our culture is outright crispy.

I’ve now led hundreds of guided journaling sessions for thousands of people, including some unlikely groups of staunch capitalists and technologists. I’ve collected the learnings, anecdotes, and best practices and poured them into these pages. Like a surfer builds out their quiver of boards for different conditions, The Big Unlock stocks your journaling tool kit with a broad range of ways to reveal and encourage your creativity. You can access them wherever, whenever you want them. No appointment or preauthorization required.

We need solutions for who we are now to help shape who we will become, both as individuals and as a collective. Once we quiet the noise yanking our attention around like a rag doll, our discernment sharpens, and information has the chance to reveal itself on the page. By liberating your creativity, the machete in your pencil materializes. It can clear a path through digital debris, freeing up mindshare and revealing a sane, inspiring, and bountiful way forward. Welcome to the mindful writing revolution.


How to use this book

This is intentionally not a workbook. You won’t find lines to fill in after each prompt because that sets up limitations, and we are in the business of picking locks between you and your creative process, not adding them. Take up as much (or as little) space to respond to these prompts as you need.

To accompany your experience of exploring The Big Unlock, choose a notebook. Lined or unlined, small enough to fit in a breast pocket or big enough to let your thoughts roam around on the page. Marbled composition book or a leather-bound diary, pen or pencil, whatever materials feel right, those are the right ones for you.

If you don’t have your notebook at hand but the impulse to journal strikes, you can use the blank “Notes” pages at the end of the book. Got your back.

You don’t need to move through this book cover to cover. It’s okay to skip around. I designed it so that each chapter can stand on its own, though the four parts build on the one/s prior, as we wade into deeper waters together.

Not all chapters may seem like they pertain to you. Feel free to cherry-pick, but let yourself be curious. Even if a theme doesn’t seem specifically suited to your pain points (e.g., grieving) or psychographic (such as masculine self-expression), the chapter may well meet needs you didn’t even realize you had.

So dog-ear, underline, annotate. But, most of all, enjoy.
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PART I Living Unlocked: The Groundwork for Your Mindful Writing Practice

Herein lie foundational steps and tactics, plus answers to more than a decade’s worth of FAQs. This section introduces you to the AllSwell approach to journaling, specifically, and my perspective on creativity, more generally. We’re planting seeds in fertile soil, and watering them.

If you’ve never journaled before, then welcome. This is a solid place to start. And if you’re already an avid journaler, these chapters can help you expand and explore your practice while significantly increasing its upsides.







1 The Guru Is You: NO, REALLY

Wouldn’t it be great if I had all the answers for you? Well, I don’t. That’s not me and it’s certainly not this book. It’s better.

Through the approach to intentional journaling that’s laid out over the course of these chapters, you will discover and hone a series of elegant, effective keys that help unlock your unique creative potential. Through them, you’ll gain access to agency, ignite innovation, reveal clarity, and craft an authentic, inspired life. What this process offers is worlds better than borrowed slogans or blanket pronouncements. Your intelligence, imagination, and intuition are invited to come out and play on the page. There will be loads of support from me along the way, but the wisdom in those keys isn’t mine. It’s yours.

Never in human history have we had such unfettered access to external advice, and with that comes a lot of false idols and empty claims.1 Everywhere we look or listen, a fire hose of information instructs us how to become optimized versions of ourselves, and not all of it is properly vetted or applicable. The result can be an expensive, confusing, or even dangerous cacophony of contradicting instruction.


“Is tart cherry juice what I’ve been missing?”

“Do I need to do a heavy metal detox?”

“Intermittent fasting will change my life.”

“Scratch that. Cold plunging will change my life.”

“Veganism will save us all.”

“Eat more protein. Lift more weights.”

“Do I need a shamanic colonic?”

“Clearly my problem is that I’m not manifesting correctly.”



It’s advice overwhelm. Foundationally, the voice you’re looking for—the one with the bespoke, paradigm-changing wisdom that is right and real for you—is likely your own. And journaling is an effective way to connect with it via a clear, direct channel. There’s no intermediary on the page. Free-write for long enough, and you’ll discover internally generated insights. That’s right: The guru is you.

Even when I lead an AllSwell workshop, I see my role as setting the scene, providing context, offering up valuable prompts, and then getting out of the way. I’m not telling anyone what to write. Yes, I shepherd participants through the process, but the words (and sometimes images) they put on the page are their own. What shows up ranges from thoughtfully insightful to radically life altering.

We’re all subject to various sources of programming, which impacts our identity. Gender, race, religion, financial strata, birth order, education, size of family, even hair color or what street you live on. Cumulatively, this programming becomes a lot of subtle (or not so subtle) expectations for an individual to wade through. Some of it can be well-intentioned, such as familial belief systems. “Marry a doctor,” said your great-aunt because she thought that resulted in financial security, a way to keep you safe. Misguided but well-meaning. Regardless of intent or accuracy, it’s still not intrinsic. It’s easy to mistake programming for identity, but it’s not necessarily who you are and may be holding you back. Via mindful journaling, we’ll write our way out of this hall of mirrors to clarity.

Sloughing off what doesn’t serve and landing quietly in your own knowing takes practice. It certainly did for me. Whether you’re nodding in agreement or not quite sure what I’m talking about, here’s a journaling prompt to help you cultivate your inner acuity. Take it for a spin.


PROMPT: When was a time you trusted your own judgment and it served you well? Maybe your community didn’t agree, the prevailing norm would have instructed otherwise, or the decision was simply out of character for you. The instance can be something as simple as what you ordered for lunch, or a pivotal, personal sea change like leaving a business or a relationship. Reflect and write.

A half page will do as a starting point. After all, we’re just getting acquainted.



If you find this prompt challenging, don’t strain yourself. Skip this exercise for now, and circle back any time you’re keen. Either way, let’s keep going.

As both a journalist and occasional subject, I flip-flop between being an interviewer and an interviewee. A standard question I’ve been asked repeatedly is some variation of this: “What’s the best piece of advice you’ve ever received?” My go-to answer is, “Trust your gut.” Value your own counsel. Not instead of remaining curious and benefiting from credible resources. That, too. I’m a data nerd, always on the lookout for new sources of insights, but I’ve had to learn to acknowledge and appreciate my most personal intelligence, and the page is where I find it.

We’re going to turn that business-as-usual interview question upside down. On its head it can be pretty illuminating.


PROMPT: What’s the best piece of advice you’ve given someone else? Who did you give it to, and how did you come to have this wisdom? How did you earn this valuable piece of awareness? Let’s give this a whole page, or more.



As I’m sure you noticed, neither of these prompts are about reiterating third-party insights. Because thoughtful advice and mentoring are great tools, but ultimately the choices we make, and the identity we claim as our own, are up to us.

Journaling is how I’ve made every major life decision. Abandon the corporate ladder and start my own entrepreneurial venture. Check. Pivot my business to an entirely new industry despite signs to the contrary. Yup. When to move across the country (and back). Correct and correct again. When to not marry that wonderful guy. Hard but true. Abandon my efforts to conceive a child and instead channel that generative energy elsewhere. Gulp. Sigh. Yes. I also talked these choices over with trusted sources, but the decisions were my own. They came from a place deep within me, and I journaled my way to that resource. The result has been a life that’s a beautiful experiment, one that is unique, dynamic, full, and satisfying more days than not.

Shushing the external programming and clearing a path to yourself—your truths and interests—is one of the considerable gifts that coming to the page delivers. It turns down the volume on what’s dissonant, helping us discern what’s junk versus what’s endemic to the version you are today and the one you’d like to become tomorrow. Guides and interpreters aside, eventually it’s going to be your decisions that build your life. Make it a life that you love, and write your way there.





2 Inherent Creativity: NOT JUST FOR WRITERS AND ARTISTS

But I’m not creative” is one of the common concerns I hear from those questioning their ability to journal. Somewhere along the way, they may have been told they aren’t artistic, don’t have taste, are bad at writing, etc. They started to believe they don’t have the ability to make stuff.

But here’s a big and real truth. Each human on this planet is a creative being. Accountants, plumbers, COOs and CEOs, car mechanics, oncologists, bus drivers, math teachers, your next-door neighbor. We all have a rich wellspring of creativity within that we access every day. Daydreams are creativity at work. So is problem-solving in any capacity. Every time you make a decision, choosing from among multiple options, you are not just employing logic; you’re also imagining outcomes. Yup, that’s creativity again. When you are firing up your brain to conjure something from nothing (which we do countless times a day), that requires vision. It might not show up on a canvas, but you are frequently employed in the act of creation.

Over and over, I’ve witnessed innovative interpretations of a writing prompt emerge from some of the most (seemingly) surprising characters. They didn’t realize they were being inventive; more likely, they were concerned that they hadn’t followed the rules. In a tent full of data analysts, a workshop participant shared apologetically that writing wasn’t really for him, so he’d drawn all of his answers. I beamed. Hell, yeah he did. This individual had just spent ninety minutes taking writing cues and translating them into drawing exercises, making them utterly his own. He hadn’t misinterpreted the exercises. He’d reinterpreted them.

Rules and limitations can be a means of exploration—something for us to react to, yielding new expressions. But not always. (The constraints of iambic pentameter aren’t for everyone, including me.) Part of the AllSwell approach is making it okay for you to interpret the exercises and prompts you find on these pages, however you see fit. I’m not here to tell you that you’ve done it badly or incorrectly. There is no “bad”; there is just “do.” Similarly, you don’t need to be a good writer to excel at journaling. There’s no third-party reader, and you receive the mental, emotional, and physiological benefits regardless of your grammar, spelling, or even the quality of your handwriting. With that in mind, let’s explore a prompt.


PROMPT: When was a time that you didn’t follow the rules… and the outcome was beneficial? Where were you? Whose rules were they (maybe they were self-imposed)? What was the result, and how did it feel? Who did it help out? What did you learn?



Deviating from norms takes courage and vision. What we often realize too little (or what can feel like too late) is that our lives are a creative act. Each day, we are writing scripts for ourselves, making choices and interpreting what we think we should do, weighing it against what we can do, and perhaps even what we believe we were meant to do.

Despite our innate creative abilities, practice helps. That’s where the page meets you. You are safe between the front and back covers of your notebook, so go ahead and let things get messy (I’m talking to you, perfectionists). Invite impulses of exploration into a no-risk environment and see what arises. Channel the energy of a kiddo in kindergarten art class. It probably won’t turn you into Rembrandt, but you’re smart enough to know that’s not the point. Ingenuity isn’t relegated to the world of high art—or, for that matter, even artists—and you certainly don’t need to “suffer for your art” (my least favorite trope) to have an imagination and make good use of it.

When you are in consistent dialogue with your creative energies via journaling, they’re probably going to start showing up in other parts of your world, too. You might become a better manager, a more inventive and curious parent, emboldened to try out something new that interests you even if it doesn’t seem logical or productive. Wherever that good stuff starts to appear, it will enrich your life. I’d bet all my pencils on it.





3 Free-Range Journaling: DON’T FENCE ME IN

Part of what I find so ridiculous about the usual journaling gestalt is how precious it is. As if to journal effectively, you must be wrapped in a chenille blanket, sipping lavender tea at sunrise, writing about how your high school crush broke your heart and you will absolutely never, ever recover. No. That ain’t it, folks. And not just because I loathe chenille and lavender gives me hives.

Let’s not be too la-di-da about it. When I started AllSwell, it was with the intention of upending preconceptions about keeping a journal. The act of writing may be sacred to me, but a journal can be used and abused. Espresso stains, beer-bottle labels stuck to the covers, pages warped by saltwater stains—all mean she’s been some places and seen some things. A full notebook that bears the marks of the world is one sexy sight.

If you want a free-range life, a solid way to start is with your journal. Don’t be a good little chicken in the coop. Go rogue—and bring a pen.


	Write anywhere, everywhere. In a crowd, on a bus, at a football game, in the mountains, on the subway, at a concert.

	Going on a trip (literal or otherwise)? Take a notebook and pen along, and it becomes a journey.

	This is meant to be messy. Feel free to rip, tear, burn, flush, cut, and lacerate those pages. Your journal doesn’t mind one bit.



Once you toss limiting expectations about what it means to journal, your notebook yields so many more ways to be a potent tool, including an analog, pen-to-paper exercise I call “Repeat After Me.”


PROMPT: Thematic language has immense power. What do you want to cultivate? What is your one word now? (Examples: limitless, flexible, emboldened, free, calm, delight, pleasure, play.)

Write your word down multiple times in your notebook with
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