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FOR WHEN YOU’RE FEELING STUCK 

 
Exercise 1:  Free Association Brainstorm 
Writers often use a specific exercise to get through dry periods of low creativity.  It is called free 
association writing and goes like this: they pick a topic, set a timer, and then write without 
stopping until the timer runs out. That’s it. No editing, no correcting spelling, no reviewing what 
they’ve written, no structure, no over-thinking.  
 
Free association writing frees the brain from its judgmental editing tendency that inhibits 
creativity. The result is often surprising.  It gives ideas and themes space to emerge that may 
normally be pushed down and labeled as “not good enough.”  This exercise frees the brain from 
focusing on finding the “right” or “perfect” answer, allowing the participant to explore their 
trains of thought non-judgementally.  
 
Try it.  
1. Pick any area where you feel stuck.  
2. Identify the constant critique that runs in your mind. Turn that part off.  
3. Now just play, experiment, frolic if you must, but by all means do not stop.  No editing, no 

feeling foolish, no cynicism, just experience and explore.  In the spirit of the jazz great, 
Mile Davis, “Do not fear mistakes. There are none.” 

 
 
FOR WHEN YOU WANT TO REACH A NEW GOAL 

 
Exercise 2:  Focus on Iterations 
Bill Murray is somewhat of a national treasure in the US.  His performance playing the 
hyper-anxious Bob Wiley in the movie What About Bob illustrates a quite practical concept: the 
concept of iteration. Bob is given therapeutic advice by his therapist, Dr. Leo Marvin, played by 
Richard Dreyfuss. Dr. Marvin introduces Bob to a technique called Baby Steps.  
 
As Dr. Marvin explains: “It means setting small, reasonable goals for yourself. One day at a time, 
one tiny step at a time—do-able, accomplishable goals… When you leave this office, don’t 
think about everything you have to do to get out of the building, just deal with getting out of 
the room. When you reach the hall, just deal with the hall. And so forth. Baby steps.” Armed 
with this new approach, Bob baby steps his way through his greatest fears. 
 
In a much less humorous, but equally profound way, companies using the Agile method to 
focus on iterative improvements to tackle dynamic problems. The two techniques share in 
common the idea that if you have to do it perfectly the first time, you will likely never do it at 
all. Agile methodologies acknowledge this and reprioritize resources for quick imperfect wins, 
which over time, cycle up to solve the business need. 

 



 
The need for perfection and the expectation of success are heavy burdens for the novice. 
Accomplished professionals know the secret to success is practice. They understand the 
difference between trying and training.  Marathoners don’t try to run a marathon, they train to 
run a marathon. They succeed by running many shorter races to build up stamina.  
 
Try it.  
Practice makes perfect.  Making a habit of practicing is the key.  Pick a daunting challenge – 
something you have been trying at but not training for.  Establish a routine.  Outline all the 
small steps needed to reach the summit.  Then each day, as part of your new habit, take baby 
steps toward success.  
 
FOR WHEN YOU WANT TO IMPROVE YOUR MINDSET  

 
Exercise 3:  Yes… And 
Improvisation is a great analog to Agility.  Both require quick decision making, leaning into the 
unknown, lack of control and exquisite moments of serendipity.  Improvisation professionals 
often use a technique called:  “Yes… And” as a way to manage these complexities. It is a rule 
that pushes the performers to adopt an attitude of flexibility in the moment.  The “Yes… And” 
technique is the opposite of the “Yes… But” technique. A “Yes… But” conversation results in 
me opposing what was said, shutting down the momentum of the conversation rather than 
adding to it.  
 
“Yes… And” conversations work like this:  No matter what someone else says, acknowledge 
what you heard and build upon it.  If a colleague says: “Wow, this company had the best 
marketing campaign of the year, hands down.”  You acknowledge and build upon it; “They did 
have a well tailored strategy! And did you see how this other company marketed their 
product?”  This is the heart of improvisation.  
 
Try it.  
Use it to improve your capacity to pivot off crisis thinking and spin topics in a positive direction. 
At work or home where do you usually provide the “Yes…But” negation?  What would it sound 
like for you to say “Yes…And” in those situations on those topics?  Where do others you work 
with need to hear you say “Yes…And…” 
 

 

 


