“I Don’t Have Time to Write” and Other Myths

In Aesop’s fable, the lumbering tortoise crosses the finish line before the speedier hare. The moral: “slow and steady wins the race.” But with a bit more focus, wouldn’t the hare have won?

Perhaps not. The most productive writers tend to write for short periods of time. However, they tackle writing-related tasks nearly every day. The result? Although they spend only twice as much time writing as those who write in sporadic longer sessions, their output is 4 to 9 times greater than that of less consistent writers. 

Many people assume that they cannot write unless they have large amounts of time available. Productive writers know that’s a myth. They break writing tasks into discrete goals, work on those goals in small blocks of time, and track their progress.

Compare these two to-do lists:

	Write Report
	Today's Tasks

1. Review latest data on industry trends.

2. Summarize results for presentation at executive retreat.

3. Respond to comments on proposal draft.



Specific tasks, like write 200 words, or graph trends, are more likely to be achieved than global goals like Write proposal. Breaking a project into manageable pieces makes it less overwhelming. Concrete goals also allow you to track progress and make it easier to juggle multiple writing projects if you need to. 

Focusing on specific tasks lets you build a paper in small chunks as you go along. Writing frequently, but often, is also less fatiguing than marathon writing sessions.

How much time should you spend writing? If you write nearly every day, even 15 minutes can be productive, Boyce found in a 1990 study. Some writers prefer to work for half an hour, an hour, or even two hours. The limit should be how much you can do without fatigue.

How much time you spend writing is less important than whether you

• write often instead of in binges

• set concrete goals

• track your progress

In his study, Boice asked writers who usually scheduled big blocks of writing time to write in shorter, more regular sessions. They produced four times as many pages per year as “binge writers.” They also reported getting new ideas more frequently.

Even more dramatic gains were achieved by those who wrote frequently and charted their progress, Boice found in a 1989 experiment. The most productive writers also reported their progress once a week.

	Writing Schedule
	Average Yearly Output

	Binge write (whenever I feel like it)
	17 pages

	Write daily; keep progress chart
	64 pages

	Write daily; keep progress chart;
report progress weekly
	157 pages


The moral? Aesop was right. When it comes to writing, writers who imitate the tortoise will outperform the hare.
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Boice compared three groups of writers in a 1989  experiment. One group wrote as little as possible. Another wrote whenever they felt like it. The third group was to write every day. If their writing goals were not met, they had to write a check to a cause they detested. Those who wrote every day produced 4 times as much as “spontaneous” writers. If they reported progress to Boice, their output was 9 times greater.











