
what if writing exercises for fiction
writers anne bernays
what if writing exercises for fiction writers anne bernays are essential tools that help
authors develop creativity, refine their narrative skills, and overcome writer’s block. Anne
Bernays, a respected figure in the writing community, has contributed significantly to the
genre of fiction writing through her innovative teaching methods and practical exercises.
These exercises encourage writers to explore hypothetical scenarios, character
motivations, and plot developments, which enrich the storytelling process. Incorporating
“what if” questions into writing practice stimulates imaginative thinking and prompts
writers to consider alternative storylines and character decisions. This article delves into
the origins and benefits of Anne Bernays’ “what if” writing exercises, practical
applications for fiction writers, and tips for integrating these exercises into daily writing
routines. Understanding how to effectively use these techniques can elevate a writer’s
craft and bring depth to their fictional worlds.
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Understanding Anne Bernays and Her Writing
Philosophy

Anne Bernays is an accomplished author and writing instructor known for her practical,
effective approaches to creative writing. Her philosophy emphasizes the importance of
imagination, discipline, and experimentation in fiction writing. Bernays believes that
writers benefit from exercises that challenge their assumptions and expand their creative
horizons. Her teaching methods often involve prompting writers to ask probing questions
about their stories, characters, and settings to deepen narrative complexity. This approach
is encapsulated in her use of “what if” scenarios, which serve as catalysts for exploring
new narrative possibilities and heightening emotional resonance. Understanding Bernays’
background and philosophy provides insight into why her exercises continue to be
influential among fiction writers seeking to enhance their craft.



The Concept of “What If” Writing Exercises

“What if” writing exercises are designed to encourage writers to imagine alternative
realities, decisions, or outcomes within their fictional worlds. These exercises prompt
authors to pose hypothetical questions that challenge the status quo of their narratives.
The core idea is to open up a space for creative thinking that goes beyond conventional
plot structures or character arcs. For example, a writer might ask, “What if the
protagonist discovers a secret that changes their destiny?” or “What if the antagonist and
protagonist share a hidden past?” These questions stimulate fresh ideas and help writers
avoid clichés by exploring unique angles.

Origins and Development

Anne Bernays developed her “what if” exercises as part of her broader teaching
methodology, integrating elements of improvisation and critical thinking. She encourages
writers to embrace uncertainty and curiosity, using “what if” questions as a springboard
for narrative invention. This technique aligns with cognitive strategies in creative
problem-solving, where hypothetical scenarios foster divergent thinking and innovation.
Bernays’ exercises have been incorporated into workshops, classes, and writing guides,
making them accessible to both novice and experienced fiction writers.

Examples of “What If” Questions

What if your main character had a completely different motivation?

What if the story’s setting was in an alternate universe?

What if a trusted ally betrays the protagonist?

What if a minor character’s secret changes the entire plot?

What if the timeline of events is reversed?

Benefits of “What If” Exercises for Fiction Writers

Engaging with “what if” writing exercises offers multiple benefits that enhance the quality
and originality of fiction writing. These exercises help writers break through creative
blocks by providing new perspectives and possibilities. They also encourage deeper
character development by prompting authors to consider alternative motivations,
backgrounds, and reactions.



Enhancement of Creativity and Imagination

“What if” questions stimulate the imagination by pushing writers to envision scenarios
outside their initial concepts. This creative expansion leads to richer, more dynamic
stories that captivate readers and avoid predictability. The mental flexibility gained
through these exercises is crucial for sustained creative output.

Improvement in Plot Development

By exploring hypothetical changes in plot or character decisions, writers can identify
stronger narrative arcs and unexpected twists. This analytical approach helps in
structuring more compelling and coherent stories that maintain reader interest.

Development of Critical Thinking

“What if” exercises require writers to think critically about cause and effect, character
psychology, and thematic implications. This reflective process strengthens storytelling
skills and enhances the overall quality of the writing.

Practical “What If” Writing Exercises by Anne
Bernays

Anne Bernays’ practical exercises are designed to be accessible yet challenging,
encouraging writers to experiment with their fiction in meaningful ways. These exercises
can be adapted for individuals or groups and often involve timed writing sessions to foster
spontaneity.

Exercise 1: Character Motivation Shift

Choose a central character and write a scene in which their primary motivation changes
drastically. For example, if the character initially seeks revenge, rewrite the scene as if
they seek forgiveness instead. This exercise reveals new facets of character psychology
and potential plot directions.

Exercise 2: Alternate Setting Exploration

Take a key moment in your story and imagine it occurring in a completely different
setting—such as a different country, time period, or even a fantastical world. Write a



descriptive passage or dialogue reflecting how this change affects characters and events.

Exercise 3: The Unexpected Betrayal

Write a scene where a trusted character betrays the protagonist. Explore the emotional
and narrative consequences of this betrayal, focusing on character reactions and shifts in
relationships. This exercise encourages complex character dynamics and tension.

Exercise 4: Timeline Reversal

Rewrite a pivotal scene as if the events occur in reverse order. This exercise challenges
writers to think about causality and how chronology affects storytelling and reader
perception.

How to Incorporate “What If” Exercises into Your
Writing Routine

Integrating Anne Bernays’ “what if” writing exercises into a regular writing practice can
lead to continual growth and innovation in fiction writing. Consistency and openness to
experimentation are key to maximizing the benefits of these exercises.

Setting a Schedule

Allocating specific time slots for “what if” exercises—such as 15 to 30 minutes daily or
weekly—helps writers develop a habit of creative exploration. These sessions can be
separate from drafting main projects to encourage a free flow of ideas.

Using Prompts and Journals

Maintaining a journal of “what if” prompts and responses allows writers to track their
creative progress and revisit past ideas for further development. This practice fosters a
repository of narrative possibilities and character insights.

Combining with Other Writing Techniques

“What if” exercises complement other writing strategies such as character mapping,



outline revision, and peer feedback. Integrating these methods creates a comprehensive
approach to fiction writing that balances creativity with structure.

Benefits of Group Workshops

Participating in group workshops or writing communities that utilize Anne Bernays’ “what
if” exercises encourages collaborative learning and diverse perspectives. Feedback from
peers can inspire new directions and refine storytelling techniques.

Schedule regular “what if” writing sessions

Keep a dedicated journal for prompts and responses

Combine exercises with outlining and drafting

Engage in group workshops for feedback

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Anne Bernays and what is her contribution to
'what if' writing exercises?
Anne Bernays is a well-known author and writing teacher who emphasizes the use of 'what
if' questions to spark creativity and develop compelling fiction. Her approach encourages
writers to explore hypothetical scenarios to deepen story ideas and character
development.

What are 'what if' writing exercises according to Anne
Bernays?
According to Anne Bernays, 'what if' writing exercises involve posing imaginative
hypothetical questions that challenge writers to explore new possibilities in their stories,
helping to unlock creativity and generate unique plotlines.

How can 'what if' exercises improve fiction writing
skills?
'What if' exercises encourage writers to think beyond conventional narratives, fostering
originality and critical thinking. They help in developing complex characters, unexpected
plot twists, and richer story worlds by examining alternative scenarios and consequences.



Can Anne Bernays' 'what if' exercises be used for all
genres of fiction?
Yes, Anne Bernays' 'what if' exercises are versatile and can be applied to any genre, from
literary fiction and romance to science fiction and mystery, as they focus on exploring
possibilities and deepening story elements regardless of genre.

What is an example of a 'what if' question from Anne
Bernays' writing exercises?
An example might be: 'What if your protagonist discovers a secret that changes everything
they believed about their past?' This kind of question encourages writers to imagine
transformative plot points and character reactions.

How often should fiction writers practice 'what if'
writing exercises?
Anne Bernays suggests regular practice, such as daily or weekly sessions, to continuously
stimulate creative thinking and keep story ideas fresh and evolving.

Are Anne Bernays' 'what if' writing exercises suitable for
beginner writers?
Absolutely. These exercises are accessible for beginners as they provide a structured yet
imaginative way to develop storytelling skills and overcome writer's block.

Where can writers find resources or books by Anne
Bernays on 'what if' writing exercises?
Writers can find Anne Bernays' books and resources on writing at bookstores, libraries,
and online platforms such as Amazon. Some of her teaching materials also appear in
writing workshops and courses.

How do 'what if' questions help in character
development as per Anne Bernays?
'What if' questions push writers to imagine characters in challenging or unusual
situations, revealing their motivations, fears, and desires, which leads to more nuanced
and believable characters.

Can 'what if' writing exercises by Anne Bernays help
overcome writer's block?
Yes, these exercises are designed to unlock creativity by shifting focus to imaginative
possibilities, making them effective tools for overcoming writer's block and generating
new story ideas.



Additional Resources
1. What If? Writing Exercises for Fiction Writers by Anne Bernays and Pamela Painter
This classic workbook offers a variety of imaginative prompts and exercises designed to
spark creativity in fiction writers. Anne Bernays and Pamela Painter encourage writers to
explore "what if" scenarios to develop plot ideas, characters, and settings. The book is
practical and accessible, making it ideal for both beginners and experienced authors
seeking fresh inspiration.

2. The Writer’s Idea Book by Jack Heffron
Jack Heffron’s book is a treasure trove of prompts and exercises that challenge writers to
think outside the box. It emphasizes generating story ideas through "what if" questions,
helping writers break through blocks and discover new narrative possibilities. The
exercises are varied and engaging, suitable for all genres.

3. 642 Things to Write About by The San Francisco Writers' Grotto
This creative writing prompt book offers hundreds of unique "what if" scenarios to ignite
the imagination. Each prompt encourages writers to explore different voices, perspectives,
and storytelling techniques. It’s a fun and versatile resource for writers looking to build
their skills and generate new story ideas.

4. Prompt Me: Creative Writing Journal by Robin Woods
Robin Woods provides a collection of thought-provoking prompts centered around "what
if" questions to inspire fiction writers. The journal format allows writers to capture ideas
and develop plots in an organized manner. It’s particularly useful for those who want a
structured approach to brainstorming and creativity.

5. Master Lists for Writers by Bryn Donovan
This reference book includes extensive lists of prompts, including numerous "what if"
scenarios, to help writers flesh out characters, settings, and plot twists. Bryn Donovan’s
lists serve as a practical toolkit to overcome writer’s block and generate compelling story
ideas. It’s a handy guide for writers at any stage of their craft.

6. Story Genius: How to Use Brain Science to Go Beyond Outlining and Write a Riveting
Novel by Lisa Cron
While not solely a prompt book, Lisa Cron’s work focuses on exploring the "what if"
questions that underpin compelling stories. The book explains how understanding your
protagonist’s motivations and conflicts through "what if" scenarios can deepen a narrative.
It’s an insightful resource for writers aiming to create emotionally resonant fiction.

7. Creative Writing Exercises for Dummies by Maggie Hamand
This accessible guide offers a wide range of exercises, many built around "what if"
questions, to sharpen fiction writing skills. Maggie Hamand encourages experimentation
with plot and character through imaginative scenarios. The book is ideal for writers
seeking structured practice and new ways to stimulate creativity.

8. The 5-Minute Writer: Exercise and Inspiration in Creative Writing by Margret Geraghty
Margret Geraghty’s collection of short, timed writing prompts includes numerous "what if"
exercises designed to quickly jumpstart the imagination. These brief, focused tasks help
writers develop ideas under time constraints, promoting spontaneity and fresh thinking.
It’s perfect for writers wanting to build a regular writing habit.



9. Writing From the Inside Out: Transform Your Psychological Blocks to Release the
Writer Within by Sherry Ellis
This book explores how internal "what if" questions can unlock deeper creativity by
addressing psychological barriers to writing. Sherry Ellis combines writing exercises with
self-reflection techniques to help writers access authentic stories. It’s especially valuable
for those seeking to merge emotional insight with story development.
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