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My name is Dan Blank, and I help writers 
share their stories, and connect with readers. 

I constantly speak to writers, artists, and 
creators who feel overwhelmed. They deeply 
believe in their vision, but can’t seem to 
create momentum with it. In this guide, I 
share my insights on the six most common 
challenges that people face in their creative 
work.

The thoughts in this guide come not just from 
my own experience, but from working with 
hundreds of creative professionals, from 
running my own company for more than six 
years, and from publishing a weekly 
newsletter for more than ten years.
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Challenge #1

Ambition is a Skill
Ambition is not just about how many hours you throw at something.

It is about the ENERGY and ENTHUSIASM  
and willingness to PERSERVERE. 

Finding Ambition

Ambition in Action
A Lesson From Ira Glass

This is a classic story of how a creative professional found success. Ira Glass, host and 
producer of This American Life, realized something important: creatives have good 
taste. They make things because they love those things. It’s only natural to want to 
create what you’re drawn to and admire. 

In the beginning of any creative pursuit, however, you’re not that good at what you’re 
making. But, your tastes are still intact. This makes you realize that what you want to 
make is not matching up with what you’re actually making. At this point, many people 
quit because the work is not in line with the ultimate vision. This phase of feeling 
disappointed and defeated by what you’re making is something that every creative 
goes through, and can sidetrack ambition. 

The answer? In Ira’s words: 

“The most important possible thing you could do is do a lot of work. Do a huge 
volume of work. Put yourself on a deadline so that every week, or every month, 
you know you’re going to finish one story. Whatever it’s going to be, you create 
the deadline. It’s best if you have somebody who’s waiting for work from you. 
Somebody who’s expecting it from you. Even if it’s not somebody who pays you, 
but that you’re in a situation where you have to turn out the work. Because it’s only 
by actually going through a volume of work that you’re going to catch up and 
close that gap, and the work you’re making will be as good as your ambitions. 
It takes a while - it’s normal to take a while, and you just have to fight your way 
through that.”

Ambition is what bridges the gap between being an amateur, and creating work that 
truly touches millions. Ambition is also what keeps you from settling. Keeps you from 
stopping at the first failure or roadblock you experience. Ambition comes from within — 
it’s something that drives you. You can’t borrow ambition, you can’t fake ambition.
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Challenge #1: Finding Ambition

Conquer the Challenge
Nurture Your Ambitiousness

Assign MEANING behind each action 
to cultivate your own sense of ambition. 

What motivates you to take action?

This can be a positive motivation, “I want to help others,” or a negative motivation, 
“I’m so envious of their success, I have to push myself harder.” 

It seems better to be positive than negative, to be driven by an internal goal rather 
than an external reaction to others. Yet, so many people have used a negative emotion 
to drive the creation of amazingly positive work. Meaning breeds enthusiasm.

What is the one thing - more than any other - 
that you want to figure out in your creative work?

Isolating your goals, and assigning meaning to them, will nurture your ambition skills. 

Remember: Ambition comes from within - something that drives you. You can’t borrow 
ambition, you can’t fake ambition. 

Learn More About Ambition

• Anticipate the frustration of your work not initially matching your vision 
• Give yourself a deadline for creating work on a regular basis
• Hold yourself accountable by assigning someone to expect your work
• Take risks, learn from each defeat, and see the value in each step that 

gets you closer to realizing your true ambitions 
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Challenge #2

Getting in your own way?
The four biggest challenges standing 
between you and your creative work:

1. You can’t prioritize what matters most because you are drowning in distraction. 
Not just social media and email, but real responsibilities such as kids, money, job, 
health, and relationships. 

2. There is never enough time, regardless of how many time management books you 
read and productivity hacks you follow. The hours, the days, the weeks, and the 
months slip away with your creative work amounting to nothing more than a date 
you can never seem to show up for. 

3. You have tried again and again to make creative habits stick, and failed every time. 
The processes you read about seemed to be suited to others who have wildly  
different responsibilities than you do. 

4. You struggle to feel you have permission to do creative work. Most weeks, it feels 
impossible to balance all of the emotional, psychological, and physical demands on 
you. Making time for your art or craft seems selfish. 
 

Self Sabotage
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Tips & Insight from Sound Artist, Margaret Noble

I am inspired by Margaret’s habits as a creative professional, especially the intentional 
choices she makes to improve her craft, grow as an artist, and ensure she makes time to 
create. In an interview, she shared some knowledge with me:

“Think of art not as a career, but a lifestyle.”

“If you don’t plan, then every night is spent thinking, ‘Well, what do I have to do tomor-
row?’ If I have to do that, then I’m not going to be making any [creative] work at all.”

“The struggle is when I first get home, that is when I want to take a nap, right? And I 
have to feed the cats, and my house is a mess. So I give myself an hour of transition 
mode, where I can just take care of my home. I actually think that is part of my practice. 
Just taking care of my life makes me a better artist.”

http://wegrowmedia.com/margaret-noble/


Challenge #2: Self Sabotage

Conquer the Challenge
Get out of your own way with these tips:

Do not equate spending money with taking action. 
Too often, the first — and only — effort to battle distraction and find more time for 
creative work is something like:

• Buy a book
• Buy more tools
• Download an app
• Sign up for a conference

If solving the problem was as simple as buying the right tool, we would all be   
super thin and have our finances completely in order. The same holds true for battling 
distraction and finding more time to do your creative work. Tools are only part of the 
solution. 

Do not wait for the “right time.” 
Investing in what matters most to you can’t wait. The longer you do, the less likely you 
are to truly take the action you need to. If you are waiting for the right time to focus 
on your creative work, you have to begin considering this: That day may never come. 
What are you waiting for?

Balance is a myth. 
You may have adopted the belief that you can perfectly balance everything, and thus 
“have it all.” This entails reaching some kind of magical state where everything - family, 
home, career, finances, etc. - coexist peacefully in your life. 

When you make no choices about where to put your very finite resources of time, 
focus, and energy, it means you end up giving others the power to choose for you, 
because you haven’t chosen what matters most to you.

Focus on what matters most, cut away the things that matter least.

Learn More About Self-Sabotage
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Challenge #3

Are your dreams stuck because you have too much conflicting advice
on what you “need” to do: social media marketing, blogging,

podcasts, webinars, courses, giveaways, and more...

Enter: Collaboration. 

Feeling Stuck

Making things is inherently about connecting with other people. An idea. A story. A 
process. Sometimes, to truly get out of a rut or to move to the next level, you need 
something more. Enter: Collaboration. 

Collaboration is a Skill You Develop

Your journey nearly always begins alone, but it requires collaborators to take it to 
the next level. To get unstuck. That requires risk. Investment in others. And that can be 
scary. But it is also a human-centered ingredient of success that is often buried under 
the furor of the latest trends. 

Google is well known for approaching every aspect of their business with analytical 
rigor. Yet, inside Google, teamwork is of enormous importance. What did they find 
when they studied how to build great teams? This:

“If a company wants to outstrip its competitors, it needs to influence not only 
how people work but also how they work together.”

An interesting note here is how much value they place on “psychological safety,” which 
is defined as:

“A shared belief held by members of a team that the team is safe for interpersonal 
risk-taking. Psychological safety is ‘a sense of confidence that the team will not embar-
rass, reject or punish someone for speaking up,’ Edmondson wrote in a study published 
in 1999. It describes a team climate characterized by interpersonal trust and mutual 
respect in which people are comfortable being themselves.”

What does this mean? 
To be effective, you need to develop the skills of collaboration. To be a great partner.
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Challenge #3: Feeling Stuck

Conquer the Challenge:
Collaboration, Not Blueprints

Too often, we think that success is about blueprints. That, if you could just sneak into 
the offices of a company you admire, and look at their plans, their blueprints and their 
tools, that you could mimic their success. Spoiler alert: That doesn’t work.

What does work, however, is honing in on the human-centered interactions that 
generate success. Too often, we got it alone because we think we can be the lone wolf 
who succeeds. Find your collaborators. Invest in your team rather than blueprints.

Consider these scenarios as inspiration:

• An artist gets a gallery show because they met the right person three years earlier, 
and stayed in touch.

• An author gets great media attention because they knew someone who knew some-
one who knew someone who could make it happen.

• An entrepreneur whose idea is remarkably similar to yours gets way more traction 
because of who they partnered with.

• A designer gets a great freelance job for a large media organization because they 
met the editor at a party two years earlier.

Be willing to be uncomfortable. 

I imagine 99% of you would say, “Oh, I’m well acquainted with sacrifice and discom-
fort in my work.” But in this instance, I mean SOCIALLY uncomfortable. This is the worst 
kind of discomfort. The kind we avoid at all costs. The kind where we refuse to ask for 
help because we don’t want to seem weak.

We won’t walk up to someone we want to meet because we are afraid of rejection. 
We don’t submit our work for publication because we convince ourselves it isn’t good 
enough. 

Withstand the discomfort and embrace collaboration with your work. Your efforts will 
instantly be amplified, pushing you towards success.

Learn More About Feeling Stuck
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Challenge #4

Dismantle any perceived confusion.
View social media platforms as an opportunity to celebrate the most 

meaningful moments that we can possibly fill our lives with.

Social Media Perplexity

Social media is different things to different people. In the line of work I do, very often 
writers or creative professionals come to me hoping for social media to be a promotion-
al channel. For instance, they want to use it to sell more books.

I understand why they want that; they believe in their book, and they are seeking ways 
to connect it with readers. But what I try to do is remind them that social media is a 
channel to engage with other people in meaningful ways, not just game it for sales.

Insights:
Louis C.K. reminds us that our art and what we share with the world should be a 
reflection of who we are, not what others expect:

“I think that you make an honest account of who you are and you live with the results.         
The results will be appropriate to who you are… If you just say the things you believe,            
and the things you like to say, and that mean something to you — if you stay close to 
the  gut — then everything will work itself out.”

This article talks about how Snapchat has become popular because it encourages you 
to be who you really are, instead of a curated Instagram feed that needs to be “on 
brand.” 

Jason Kottke shared his own reflections based on this post:

“I wonder if Snapchat’s intimacy is entirely due to the ephemerality and lack of a 
‘fave-based economy.’ Blogs, Flickr, Twitter, Vine, and Instagram all started off as 
places to be yourself, but as they became more mainstream and their communities 
developed behavioral norms, the output became more crafted and refined. Users 
flooded in and optimized for what worked best on each platform. Blogs became more 
newsy and less personal; Flickr shifted toward professional-style photography, 
Vine got funnier, and Twitter’s users turned toward carefully crafted cultural 
commentary and link sharing.”
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Challenge #4: Social Media Perplexity

Do’s and Don’t of Social Media Marketing
Conquer the Challenge:

DO’s:
1. Find real people — not brands — whose social media accounts you love. Pick people 
who are truly engaged on social media. Those who:

• Update frequently
• Who share personal viewpoints and experiences, not just an endless stream of links
• Who engage deeply with others via replies, comments, etc.

2. Choose one social network to focus on. Do not try to master them all. Pick one.

3. Ultimately, do what makes sense to you. Social media provides the opportunity to 
share what you create, and how you share it. It can be real, or it can be fake. It can be 
something in between. However you choose, make the choice consciously. 

DONT’s:

1. Merely copy. When you’ve identified a few models for success, evaluate the com-
mon threads throughout their social media content that you vibe with. Apply those 
threads uniquely to your work.

2. Default to what feels safe. Growth happens outside of comfort zones.

REMEMBER:

You have an opportunity every day in what you create, in what you share. 
How you share your stories, your ideas, your life, with the world.

There is no “right” way to use social media. Do what makes sense to you. But don’t just 
blindly copy what you think are “best practices.”

Use the medium to tell a better story. A more authentic story.
To make a connection that the world wouldn’t have without you.

Learn More About Social Media
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Challenge #5

Too many writers and creative professionals fail to find momentum 
because they focus to much on seeking “best practices.”

We seek best practices to find safety. 
We want the safe bet, because we are confused at how to succeed.

For many tactical elements of your craft and your career, sure, there are places where 
best practices are helpful. Using MailChimp for an email newsletter is a nice best 
practice. So is sending a ‘thank you’ card. Or backing up your writing so that you 
don’t accidentally delete it.

But when it comes to truly reaching your audience, to sharing your work in a way that 
is deeply meaningful. To create momentum in your craft and your career…

I think best practices hold people back. To me, it can be akin to cutting corners and 
calling it “wisdom.” Too often, a “best practice” is a copy of a copy of a copy that 
stopped working two years ago. Copying is not the answer. Creativity is the answer.

Creating Momentum

Creativity in Action
Muhammad Ali’s 1974 Fight with George Foreman

Ali famously won this fight, and he used creativity to do so. Here’s how:

• By using a punch that left him vulnerable, but succeeded given its unexpectedness.
• Before the event, he hyped up his plan to “dance,” setting an expectation in his 

opponent’s mind. In the actual fight, however, he did the opposite.
• He used unconventional tactics like staying on the ropes, hugging Foreman to the 

point of annoyance, and egging him on by voicing his disappointments in him.
• He knew his opponent was more powerful than him, so his strategic goal became tir-

ing him out. Ali let Foreman hit him as hard and as quickly as possibly, wearing him 
out. In doing so, Ali was able to win with a knockout in the 8th round. 

What made Ali win against Foreman? His ability to evolve, to forge a new path, and to 
stay creative. When you think about the biggest challenge you have with your creative 
work — how can you approach it from a wildly different and creative way?
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Challenge #5: Creating Momentum

Conquer the Challenge
Jumpstart Your Creativity and Momentum with Side Projects

I would define a ‘side project’ as pursuing an idea that is separate from your normal 
work, and may not have any immediate strategic function. You aren’t pursuing it 
because you think you can make a lot of money quickly. Rather, it is an exploration of 
creativity itself.

In 2015, as a small experiment, I created an online Mastermind group. This was a side 
project that was initially just a fun idea to pursue. It turned out to work really well, and 
slowly became a bigger part of my regular work. 

In that Mastermind group, one of the members talked about hitting a period of 
burnout. But then, a creative side project left them enthused and full of energy. In the 
age of becoming easily overwhelmed, sometimes the path forward is not to cut away, 
but to do more… more of what fuels you. 

Tips for Embracing Creative Side Projects

• Choose something you are passionate about that isn’t strategic. This shouldn’t be a 
“get rich quick idea.” It should be something that feels good. 

• Create tight deadline. Without deadlines, you will obsess over quality, and never 
share your work in progress. 

• Find a small group of collaborators who can give you feedback. 

• Focus on meaning first. By a “side” project, I don’t mean “insignificant.” So often, 
our daily professional and personal responsibilities are defined for us. From the mo-
ment we wake up, we know where we need to be, and what we have to do. A side 
project is our chance to address something we believe in deeply. 

• Every moment can be a creative moment. Look for creative moments all around you. 
These do not have to be complex things. 

• The more you tell stories, the better you get at it. Regardless of what your creative 
focus is: learning to tell a story even better is at the crux of it. A key element of sto-
rytelling is honesty. Let your side project be an exercise in practicing honesty. 

Learn More About Creativity
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Challenge #6

Do you fear success being taken away from you, 
because you think you don’t actually deserve it? 

I’ve heard it called “Imposter Syndrome” by many, and “Fraud Police” by Amanda 
Palmer. This notion that, the moment you experience success, you fear it being taken 
away because you don’t actually deserve it.

Very often, we consider our hopes and dreams, and we think that the biggest barriers 
to achieving them are outside of ourselves. That Brené Brown will never reply to your 
email; that the agents won’t accept your query; etc.

Too often, the biggest barrier standing in your way is yourself. The good news is that 
this barrier can be removed by embracing a simple belief:

“Yes, I deserve this.”

I look for this all the time — those who keep trying, and in doing so, find success that 
can be so rare.

Feeling Like a Fraud

Success Stories
“I submitted my essay ‘For the Love of Money‘ to the New York Times blind — I didn’t 
know anyone there, and sent it to their general email address. I didn’t hear back from 
them for a month, and so resubmitted it. That day I resubmitted it, I got an email back 
from the head OpEd page editor who said she was interested.” - Sam Polk

T. Greenwood’s book, Two Rivers, was rejected by 18 publishers before finding a 
home. So again, this is after she writes the book, after she gets an agent, they query 
the first publisher. Nothing. Then another. Nothing. Another. Nothing… on and on until 
they get to the 18th publisher. At so many points in this process it is easy to take your 
foot off the gas pedal in a moment of feeling like, “Well, maybe I just don’t deserve 
this. Everyone is rejecting me.”
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Challenge #6: Feeling Like a Fraud

Conquer the Challenge
 It is not just about persistence, but 
feeling as though you are worth it. 

Remember: The biggest barrier standing in your way 
is yourself.

Persistence in the face of rejection requires strength, but feeling as though you are 
worth it is even more important. Believing in your creations every time you make a 
move to advance them, to get them seen, published, printed, or bought, provides a 
foundation behind the persistence.

Remove the barrier.

Let “I deserve this” serve as your new mantra. Keep chasing success, be resilient 
against the chorus of self doubt, and always remember the value of believing in your 
work. 

Learn More About Feeling Like a Fraud
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Start Overcoming Creative Challenges Today:
1. Nurture your ambitiousness

2. Do not wait for the right time - start now

3. Seek collaboration to get unstuck

4. Focus on authenticity within social media

5. Create momentum by exploring creativity

6. Remember: you deserve success
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