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Writing myself into a career 
 

Rowena Murray 
 
 

Abstract 
 

This chapter explains how I wrote myself into an academic career over 25 years by 
creating what I call ‘social writing’ – writer’s groups and writing retreats – for myself 
and others. I created these spaces where we simply privileged writing over 
everything else, but there was so much more going on, so many processes at work, 
particularly for women academics, and, in most higher education cultures, it is 
mainly women who choose to write in these spaces. As I progressed in my career, 
the spaces I made were where I worked against efforts to ‘park’ [sic] my career, 
throughout my career, efforts that intensified with each promotion. Using the Social 
Writing Framework, I analyse my career and explain my role in my career 
progression. I explain that social writing involved, for me, developing agency, as I 
created space for writing and produced outputs necessary for promotion. In this 
sense, I wrote myself into a career. This approach provides alternative spaces where 
women academics can write and do the work needed for career progression. Finally, 
while I do not assert a causal connection between my work and my career 
progression, without social writing I would not have made it to professor. 

 
 
Key words: Writing retreats, writing groups, Social Writing Theory 

 
 
Context 
 
This chapter is not an analysis of discriminatory contexts. It’s not about them; it’s about me. 
 
Some scene-setting may help with understanding my experiences in my context. My 
academic career has mostly been at UK universities, although I also had visiting positions in 
other countries. In the UK academic careers go from Lecturer, to Senior Lecturer, Reader, 
Professor, and some staff progress to other senior posts. ‘Professor’ is the most senior 
academic post, normally associated with research, publications, funding and strategic 
institutional, national and/or international roles. 
 
How many women professors are there in the UK? According to the UK Higher Education 
Statistics Agency (HESA), in 2005/06 almost 50% of academics on the first-level grade 
(Lecturer) were women. 
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• 2005/06 16.7% of professors were women. 
• 2006/07 17.5%. 
• 2013/14 22%. 
• 2017/18 26%. 
 
These figures (which do not include women who progress in other senior roles) show that 
things are improving, little by little, year by year. At the time of writing, around 30% of 
professors are women. 
 
However, destructive forces continue to work against academic women’s careers in the UK 
as elsewhere: calculated and spontaneous ‘micro-inequities’ (Aiston 2015), ‘cultural sexism’ 
(Savigny, 2014), under-valuing of women’s research, compared to men’s (Larivière et al. 
2011), ‘subtle gender biases’ (Nielsen 2016: 386) and harassment (Valentine 1998). While 
men and women face the same pressures to publish, there are ‘personal costs, in the form 
of health concerns and work-family conflict … more so for women than for men’ (Richard et 
al. 2015). All of these have been part of my experience of working in universities. 

 
Being in this context 
 
In this context, from the start of my academic career in the UK in 1987, I knew that women’s 
applications for promotion to professor were likely to fail. In fact, at that time it was rare for 
a woman to reach the level of Reader (the level before Professor) and, in my case, it took 
many years. 
 
To convey my experience of context, I use four quotes, said to me at different points in my 
career between 1987 and 2019. To me, they represent the voicing of gender discrimination 
throughout the career I was trying to build. They are just words. But for me they were, and 
still are, markers of discriminatory beliefs and practices, and I have to admit that these – 
and many other ‘words’ said to me over the years – had a real impact on my confidence, my 
sense of self-worth, my motivation to apply for promotion and, sometimes, they affected 
everything. However, I also felt, well, I’ll just show you what I can do: I will carry on with my 
work in spite of your barriers and putdowns. 
 
Having said that, I must make it clear how vulnerable I felt, how debilitating the anxiety was, 
how the fear of the next undermining attack dissolved my sense of my ability, and how hard 
I had to work to make sure that all of these did not change how I behaved and who I was. 
 
The first marker of discrimination I have chosen is denial, not denial of gender 
discrimination, but denial of the fact that it would affect my career. This quote was said by a 
sympathetic, collegial male academic who knew me well. I was talking about how gender 
discrimination was likely to impact on my career, and he replied: ‘Surely you don’t 
experience discrimination?’ For me, this type of response meant that when I talked about 
the gendering of academic advancement – even with someone I trusted – I could be 
corrected. I could be positioned as about to circumvent systemic discrimination. It did not 
apply to me. Thus, my understanding of discrimination was flawed, perhaps emotional? 
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Yes, we could debate these points, but I found it was, in fact, difficult to articulate and 
evidence discrimination in my career, so I was not effective in these debates. While it might 
not have been the speaker’s intention, he successfully invoked the individualising argument. 
 
The next marker of discriminatory thinking was the downgrading of the publications I was 
beginning to produce: ‘What you are doing is not research; it’s scholarship’. While I was and 
still am happy to debate the many meanings of ‘research’ and ‘scholarship’, in context – at a 
formal meeting, with senior people present – this explicitly downgraded my research, in 
terms of the values of the time, to something lesser, called ‘scholarship’. This had a direct 
effect on perceptions of my work and provided a rationale for overlooking it. Because the 
speaker held a powerful position, I felt powerless to challenge this overt undermining, 
particularly in that context. What was the point of challenging them, I thought? Because I 
was motivated to write in spite of all this, it has been suggested that the putdown was 
helpful – it motivated me to write. Correction: it was not helpful. Being devalued increased 
the pressure to perform until, I remember saying, I felt like I was hanging on by my 
fingernails. Yes, I kept writing, but I had no hope that it would improve my working 
conditions or promotion prospects. The currency of writing had, after all, been devalued. 
 
The next marker of discrimination downgraded not only my work but my field: ‘So you do 
academic writing … about academic writing?!’ Out of context, this sounds like intellectual 
curiosity. In context, it showed that not only had this person not bothered to check my 
profile online, but the rhetorical question suggested that although I was established in this 
field, it was not really a field at all. This made me despair of achieving recognition for my 
work, although I did not depend on this person’s recognition at this stage in my career. 
Again, the onus was on me to construct a credible account of a profile that was already out 
there for all to see. This was not just about my work; I felt I was being reduced, belittled.  
 
The strangest of what I take to be discrimination markers was a warning about what I 
presented as indicators of my research success. When I described its impact, my retreats, 
my books, the Keynotes, my national and international status, the blurted response was, 
‘Don’t be a guru!’, but I was already a professor! Being a professor was contrary to this 
person’s view of me – do not profess … stop professing … stop writing all these books … – 
was, I think, the message. This was absurd, but, again, it worked, to some extent to make 
me question myself. Was it me? Was I doing something to make these people feel they had 
to undermine my work – that is also absurd, but probably not far off the mark. It was, and 
still is, disturbing to know that my successes can have this impact on people in authority. 
 
In case it seems like I got off lightly – that these were only casual remarks said to me from 
time to time – here is a list of some of the long-term undermining strategies used on me: 
 
• Interrupting at various types of meeting, in front of peers and senior staff 
• Ridiculing my work 
• Stating that the impact of my work was due to other factors 
• Belittling my research and scholarship 
• Constant criticism 
• Unmerited criticism 
• Criticism at key meetings with key staff 
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• Criticism in front of senior staff 
• Criticism at first meetings with new HoD, VC, Dean etc. 
• Criticism of me at meetings I did not attend 
• Constant undermining amounting to harassment by email 
• False accusations: e.g. I was not accountable or I was doing too much external work 
• Marginalising my work, even when I delivered targets and helped others to do so 
• Not sharing information with me 
• Hostility and/or lack of support needed to do the job – administration and academic 
• Not acknowledging achievements 
• Physical aggression – pointing, shouting, accusing me in public spaces 
• Excessive monitoring/overbearing supervision by colleague not my line manager, 

followed by accusation that I was refusing to be accountable 
• Reconstituting my success as failure 
• Attributing my success to others 
• Isolating – creating impression that I isolated myself 
• Lack of support from management and HR on my complaints 
• Being accused of doing one/some of these things to colleagues who did them to me. 
 
I have to add that I was never the only one experiencing all of these, and I might not have 
been the only one affected by them. There could have been a ripple effect, since many of 
these acts were performed in public spaces at work and were witnessed by others. 
 
To anyone who finds these actions trivial – and I understand that some seem trivial – I 
suggest that they spend a year experiencing all of these, learning, in fact, to anticipate all of 
these on a daily basis. Then they will have an idea of what it’s like to be faced with full-time 
unremitting, unearned hostility and negativity. To fully understand the effect of this 
undermining, however, they must experience daily criticisms – for a year – of their work in 
both formal and informal work settings, such as review, research assessment and 
applications for promotion. Over time, without respite and intensifying year on year, they 
will find that it is unbearable. 
 
Of course, no one is going to volunteer to experience this. Of course, anyone who has not 
experienced this will think I am exaggerating, or that I was weak, for not fighting back. Of 
course, I was strong in attempting to work with and against this undermining, and over the 
years I became skillful at doing so, but it wore me down. Moreover, having to work against 
all this is a distraction from real academic work, which is its purpose, of course. 
 
Of course, no one would ever admit to doing any of this to me. In fact, it is the reverse. Each 
of these actions would be described in very different terms by those who performed them. 
This is, for me, how the ‘barriers’ to my career progression operated. Training or confidence 
building or networking might help me to endure this culture of undermining, but they would 
not change the attitudes and behaviours of those who were undermining me. It was clear 
from what they said, when challenged, that they saw this as the right thing to do. They had 
done nothing wrong; I had done nothing right. They had nothing to ‘admit’ to. 
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Nor is it the case that I experienced all of these all of the time, but I lived just about every 
working moment knowing that I would, sooner or later, possibly both. It was as if it was in 
the air that I breathed. So, I was in that sense experiencing undermining all the time. 
 
My context was, therefore, not a series of episodic putdowns, but a chronic culture in which 
– statistics told me – I had limited prospects of career progression at any university. For me, 
it was not just that there were ‘barriers’ to my career progression; it seemed that I was up 
against a set of practices deployed by many people – almost like a game plan for putting me 
down, holding me back and making me want to leave. It worked, to the extent that I did 
want to leave, but I needed to make a living, and I still had a sliver of motivation to do so in 
a university. I had, therefore, to find a way to work within that culture if I were to progress 
in an academic career. 
 
Perhaps it does not happen to all women in academia in exactly this way. Perhaps there are 
environments where undermining is not systematic. But I hear of so many incidences, these 
patterns of behaviour, things that are said to women, that it’s almost like there is a 
playbook for gender discrimination. 
 
In this context, what could I do? How could I retain my self-worth? My confidence? How 
could I challenge those who undermined me and disregarded the national and international 
profile I had built? 

 
Writing myself into a career 
 
To begin with, in this context, I desperately searched for a way to survive – nothing more, 
nothing less. I had to publish – otherwise I was going nowhere. I had to develop a profile in 
my field – beyond my context. I had to write. For all this, I had to ‘retreat’ from this context. 
I actually felt that I was not going to be able to function in the context I described in the 
previous section. In fact, I felt I was losing the will to live in that context. This is why I set out 
to develop an alternative environment that was collegial, compassionate, creative and safe 
– for me and for others. 
 
At first, I created writing groups to bring together people who wanted to write and talk 
about writing. This gave me a new way to do the part of my job that involved helping 
academics and students and to meet institutional targets, such as PhD completions and 
publications. A support group was what I needed most. 
 
Then I ran writing retreats, following Sarah Moore’s lead (Moore 2003), and I created a new 
format, Structured Writing Retreat (Murray and Newton 2009). Through writing about all of 
this, I created a profile and a body of research in the field of academic writing, and with that 
came collaborations and invitations to work in other places, to grow my external profile. 

 
The Social Writing Framework 
 
I now analyse my experiences using the Social Writing Framework (Figure 1) that I 
developed to explain the components of a Structured Writing Retreat (SWR) (Murray 2015). 
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(I will not describe the functioning of writing groups and retreats, since I have written about 
them elsewhere [Murray 2015, 2017, 2019], and because this chapter focuses on my 
career.) 
 
My Social Writing Framework framework consists of a large inner circle and many smaller 
circles arranged around it. The inner circle represents the social, physical and cognitive 
components of SWR, and the smaller circles represent components of social writing. The 
smaller circles are not lined up with the social, physical and cognitive domains because, I 
argue, relationships between them are too various to capture in that way. 
 
The framework shows the writing process as a social process. It represents writing in terms 
of potential relationships with and between concepts, places, people and objects. Its 
purpose was to bring all these elements and relationships into our understanding of 
‘writing’. Writing is not just about text, but about creating writing-oriented contexts. 
 

Figure 1 about here 
 
I will explain how I used the framework to analyse my career and will argue that this analysis 
shows my growing agency over the past twenty years, achieved in groups that I created, not 
just through my personality, resilience, luck, intellectual acuity, allies or mentors. All of 
those played a part, but in this chapter I focus on what I did. With this focus, the framework 
is not just a model for achieving productivity, though that is obviously essential; here I 
reconfigure it as a model for developing and sustaining self-efficacy – the belief that I could 
achieve my goals – through social writing. I argue that I would not have developed self-
efficacy if I had not created writing groups and retreats. 
 
This is not to say that agency and self-efficacy are constants; for me, they are products of 
social writing. This is where I perform and sustain my self-efficacy and help others to do so. 
Social writing is, therefore, more than a mechanism in my career; it is a way of making my 
career meaningful for me and useful for others. 
 
Before I start my analysis, I must acknowledge a risk in this argument. I have been warned 
that I could be seen to overstate individual agency, and, in fact, that the concept of 
individual agency is problematic, since it implies that the individual can – and should – 
overcome systemic discrimination herself. My response is that I do not intend to understate 
the power of systemic discrimination. The forms of ‘retreat’ that I created were in response 
to the literally – physically and mentally, for me – overwhelming power of discrimination 
and the relentless undermining I experienced. In fact, while I claim agency in developing 
social writing, these are not individual activities; they were, and are, group activities, 
increasingly attended by women (Murray & MacKay 1998, Morss & Murray 2001, Murray & 
Newton 2008, Murray 2012, Murray & Kempenaar 2018). So, I find it impossible to 
overstate the power of the retreat environment in my survival, development and 
progression as a female academic. 
 
In order to build the argument that social writing was a key component, I used Figure 1 to 
reflect on the components of social writing in relation to my career progression. I set out to 
map my experiences using the components of the framework. This identified three phases: 
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(1) I ran writer’s groups, (2) I created Structured Writing Retreats, and (3) I built a profile in 
the field of academic writing through my research and publications about this work. 
 
I used the Social Writing Framework to see if I could break down these three phases into 
their components. I did this several times, and I came up with different versions of my 
career each time. However, I could see themes and patterns in these analyses. The result of 
my analysis might be a unique – i.e. specific to me alone – account of career progression, or 
it could be something more: a way to explore agency in writing – key for academic careers. 
 
The following three sections explain what social writing involved and how it helped me 
progress as a writer and in my career – this is how I wrote myself into my career. 
 
Each section focuses on what I needed most at a stage in my career. This is not to say that I 
breezed through promotion processes, since there were blocks, but that I managed to take 
control of my career – and, to some extent, my feelings about it – through social writing. 
Without writing there could be no career; without social writing I would not be a Professor. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Phase 1 – The Social Component 
 

 
 
For the first part of my analysis, I focused on my first writing groups. At that time, what I 
needed most was support. I simply invited like-minded people, people I knew were 
interested in writing more and/or struggling to write at all, to meet in my office for 90 
minutes’ writing every week or two. I took the initiative in creating a space where they and I 
could write, talk about writing and achieve success in publications and other outputs. 
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The green circles mapped the components of this phase, signifying an emphasis on the 
‘social’ components that were crucial for me at that time: group support dynamic, discussion 
and debate, academic networking and teambuilding and reflection on writing. 
 
The group support dynamic was what I most needed because I was already acutely aware of 
discriminatory values and practices that could limit, even damage, my career and my 
wellbeing. I had an overwhelming sense of threat in my context and was not able to write. 
There was no space for writing at work, and no time for writing in my role – I did ask and 
was told no. Having found that I could support individual writers, forming a writer’s group 
seemed like a logical step. Everyone who chose to attend the writing groups felt the benefit 
of writing in this way. Academic-social processes came with meeting regularly to write, such 
as intellectual exchange, thinking, ideas, sharing readings, reflecting on the writing process 
and problem-solving. 
 
For me, while it felt very positive to be writing with other people, this was a way of 
efficiently doing my job by supporting more writers at one time, rather than one by one. 
More importantly for me, writing in the group helped with my anger, anxiety and frustration 
about the workplace – not by discussing it, since we did not, but by providing an alternative 
space. I drip-fed my knowledge about writing into discussions, and at the same time I 
learned from other writers. I discussed this work with senior officers, linking it to, for 
example, their aims for PhD completions and research assessment. I ran workshops, 
gathered data, presented it at conferences and published articles about this work. 
 
Discussion and debate about writing processes and the subjects we were writing about 
increased through writer’s group meetings. We had more opportunities to talk about our 
work and our writing and about different ways of doing both. We observed that there was 
no space in our departments for talking about writing-in-progress and all that that involves. 
More importantly, in this space we could rehearse arguments we were developing in our 
papers and chapters, which helped us clarify our writing and anticipate peer review. 
 
For me, having a space for constructive debate with colleagues was a novelty. In these 
discussions I learned how to strengthen my papers about writing strategies that I ‘knew’ 
helped people across the disciplines. In this way I consciously positioned myself as a 
research-active academic and research leader. This counteracted fears and anxieties I still 
had about other positionings of me and my work. 
 
Academic networking and teambuilding are important in academic careers, but how do we 
find time for them? The writer’s group was immediately a network and a team in the sense 
that we had that feeling of working together while we worked on our individual writing 
projects. We were all in the same boat – in a good way. It was reassuring to know that 
others found writing challenging, and that we could quickly find solutions to the challenge. 
 
For me, this meant that I had not only an alternative space for writing and doing my job, but 
also an alternative set of colleagues. Growing a network outside of the work context is, after 
all, a key part of research. Meeting regularly strengthened this effect. Getting to know each 
other’s work and knowing that we could safely talk about it in this context was an important 
part of the mind set I needed to produce high-quality writing for highly competitive journals. 
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Even when I was writing books, it was helpful to have critical friends, and it boosted my 
confidence and concentration – in the act of writing – knowing I had access to their critique, 
comment and ongoing support. Support was still an important function of the group for me. 
 
Reflection on writing was not about navel-gazing; it was the very opposite. In this safe, yet 
intellectually attuned context, our talk about writing was spontaneous yet focused on our 
projects. Because we met over a period of months or years, we were able to reflect on the 
‘life span’ of writing projects – the highs and lows, the tricky moments, the short cuts, the 
mountains and molehills – topics that were not routinely discussed in other contexts, but 
which increased our understanding of what we needed to do to achieve our goals. 
 
For me, it was key to hear other people’s reflections on writing. I knew a lot about writing, 
but I didn’t know what they knew. This gave me insight into the academic paradox: that 
academics know a lot about writing, but may not be able to do all the writing they want to – 
myself included. I began to develop my interest in what people actually did when they 
wrote, what they thought, where and when they wrote – the specifics. 
 
These social components of writing were therefore the most important for me early in my 
career. This is not to say that other components were not in play, just that they were not as 
important when I was struggling to survive in academic contexts. 

 
Phase 2 – The Physical Component 
 

 
 
In the next stage of my career, I was spending more time in writing retreats and researching 
and writing about what went on in these spaces. For this phase I selected the purple circles 
in my analysis, though the green ones were still in play. The purple circles convey a shift 
from the urgent need for ‘social’ support towards the ‘physical’ dimension of the 
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framework: feedback and support, cross-disciplinary stimulation of lateral thinking, self-
worth as writer and focused and sustained time. 
 
This theme is about constructing environments for writing that cater for wellbeing, rather 
than intensifying pressure. It became clear that this was a crucial component of writing, for 
me and for many others. 
 
Feedback and support continued, but I moved beyond the desperate need for supportive 
colleagues, perhaps because I had formed several groups of them. This is not to say that all 
writing retreats ran smoothly, since there were intermittent challenges there too, but 
generally, writing retreats were a haven, but it was never just a haven; there was also 
critical, mostly constructive feedback on writing and on the retreats themselves. 
 
For me, self-worth was boosted by the awareness that I had moved beyond the need simply 
for support and the realisation that we could use writing retreats to do intellectual work. 
 
Cross-disciplinary stimulation of lateral thinking was a feature of the Structured Writing 
Retreat that I created, in which the fixed programme of writing time slots and breaks allows 
time and space for comparing experiences, intellectual cross-fertilisation that we did not 
routinely find in other contexts. Often people would talk about how much they enjoyed 
finding out about research in different disciplines. Lateral thinking may have been facilitated 
by the change to writing practices imposed on participants by the retreat structure. Because 
we were all writing together, on our individual projects, over a period of three days, there 
was space for sharing observations about changes in writing behaviours, attitudes and 
concepts. As facilitator, I made it one of my jobs to stimulate discussion of these issues. 
 
For me, a writing retreat was an alternative environment, where cross- and inter-
disciplinary discussions took place almost all of the time. Because participants were all 
working on their writing, they all had that in common. They could all talk about that, and in 
the course of doing so, other strands emerged: we talked about research methods and 
ethics and other, broader experiences, including career progression. 
 
Self-worth as writer seemed to increase quite rapidly for those who chose to attend writing 
retreats. They reported increased confidence and reduced anxiety in relation to their 
writing. Some adopted my retreat strategies for other academic roles. Since more women 
than men by far attended retreats, this was a way of developing the attributes that were 
frequently associated with leadership, but in relation to writing specifically. I realised that 
there was limited benefit in developing a woman academic’s self-worth if she did not 
develop self-worth in relation to her writing, since publication would be the/a key criterion 
in decisions about her career progression. 
 
For me, these retreats were spaces for developing and sustaining my self-worth as a writer. 
It may seem strange to say that I lacked self-worth as a writer, given that I was already 
publishing books and articles, but in contexts where my worth was routinely undermined 
and devalued, I saw the benefit of these other contexts, and that is why I continued to run 
retreats – for my benefit and others’. This might sound like running away, but I did work in 
‘the context’ too – chairing a women’s committee, teaching Women’s Studies, joining the 
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Management Development for Women team etc. – but I was under no illusion that these 
activities would protect me from systemic discrimination. In fact, it was mostly the opposite. 
 
Focus and sustained time were what people in academic contexts craved. Even when I was 
not asking about time – in interviews about writing retreats, for example – they talked 
about ‘time’. The problem of making time for writing – everyone understood that it was 
about prioritising, and everyone knew the importance of publications for institutions, but 
few admitted to the need to change writing behaviours. My solution was to create a place 
where writing was privileged over everything else. Unplug. When academics did this, they 
were incredibly productive. It was quality time for quality writing. But this type of space was 
not generally provided on campuses. We created our writing time and space. 
 
For me, this was also about work-life balance, I could write for hours a time, regularly losing 
track of time, forgetting to eat etc., but I wanted to create a way of regularly prioritising 
writing. If there was no way to do this on campus, I had to create a space where writing was 
the only task. This worked so well that I gathered more data, presented it at conferences, 
published journal articles and wrote it into new editions of my books. 
 
This analysis of how I adjusted the physical environment reveals how important it was for 
me to create alternative spaces for writing. This was the point in my career when I realised 
that I was not just supporting others’ writing but, in doing so, playing a research leadership 
role. For women academics there seemed to be additional benefit in having a place to 
process some of the ‘counter measures’ in their careers. Not everyone talked about this, but 
I began to introduce the topic to conversation. Running retreats over several years, in 
several countries, gave me a body of experience in this leadership role, along with an 
emerging track record and national (Scotland and UK) and international profile in writing, 
and there were other achievements at this time, thanks to this environment. 

 
Phase 3 – The Cognitive Component 
 

 
 

By the time I was promoted to Reader and then professor, I had developed a profile in my 
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field. While the green and purple components were still in play, it is the orange circles that I 
choose to characterise this phase. These components reflect my shift towards the cognitive 
domain of the framework: prioritising writing as academic skill, transferability of goals to 
targets, self-efficacy and enjoyment and de-stress of writing. 

This is not to say that I had not been working at the cognitive level before this point, but 
that I was able to make more time and space for my writing plans and goals – at one or 
more Structured Writing Retreats per month from 2015 – and was more and more routinely 
using goal-setting and monitoring to maintain my self-efficacy. I learned about behaviour 
change, and this was reflected in my publications at the time, so that I had a better 
understanding of the concepts and was better able to explain their importance to writers 
attending my groups, retreats and workshops. This is how I self-consciously, deliberatively 
developed self-efficacy and helped others to do so, in relation to their writing. I used various 
conceptual frameworks to develop understanding of academic writing and published on 
these too. 

Prioritising writing as academic skill did not mean teaching academics how to write; it 
meant privileging writing over other tasks. This involved designating time and space for 
writing, but this was not widely practiced. This was the context in which writing retreats 
were so valuable, why they were and are so popular and effective. This raised the question 
of whether we could integrate this way of working in other academic contexts or do our 
writing away from the heat of competition and the culture of gender discrimination. 

Transferability of goals to targets – by supporting writing a university can boost its research 
standing. In our context, such extrinsic motivators held significant power, and we saw 
subjectivity deployed at various levels in deciding whether or not our publications would 
‘count’ in research assessment and promotions, and this could be demotivating. We were 
aware that extrinsic motivation was not enough. We needed intrinsic motivation, where our 
own values were brought into play, in relation to our publication targets, for example. 

Self-efficacy, the belief that we can achieve our own goals, may seem self-evident for 
academics. Of course we knew what we had to do. We had our writing ‘goals’. We knew 
how to achieve them. When I suggested that academics make their writing goals specific – 
in terms of numbers of words and minutes – it seemed simplistic or ‘mechanistic’ to some. 
But those of us who attended writing retreats found that goal-setting and monitoring the 
extent to which we had achieved our goals developed our self-efficacy, and if we didn’t do 
that, how would we have developed self-efficacy in relation to writing? I made the 
principles of self-efficacy a more explicit part of my retreats. These were not new concepts; 
they were well established in other areas (such as health promotion), but they were 
challenging to people who had never used them in relation to their academic writing. 

For me, these concepts were familiar from my sports background, though I knew that would 
not be enough to persuade others to adopt them. However, the concepts had a good fit 
with my Structured Writing Retreat model. Evidencing their impact strengthened the case 
for using them in my writing and in helping others with theirs. The concept of self-efficacy 
helped to explain how my retreat model worked and increased my confidence in using it. 

Enjoyment and de-stress of writing will be irrelevant, to some, and writing stress will seem 
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unavoidable. This phase in my career was about not only reducing stress, but about 
producing and disseminating as widely as possible the evidence that writing retreats can 
contain writing-related anxiety (MacLeod et al. 2012). 

For me, I relaxed into the role of leading retreats and developing understanding of academic 
writing. Because I had at least one retreat a month, I did not experience as much stress 
about writing as I used to. I developed confidence that I would get my writing done at that 
month’s retreat. I knew that this did not guarantee success – ‘writing’ at retreats included 
revise-and-resubmit and re-writing after rejection – but I developed confidence in working 
through these contested stages in writing. 

Linking my activities, my research outputs and others’ outputs from my writing retreats, 
which I gathered and reported on regularly, to university targets was a way of making the 
case for writing retreats, not just for their own sake, not just to contain anxiety – crucial as 
that was – but also to benefit institutions. To my surprise, I found that this was another 
failing argument, but I felt it was important to continue to make it. I kept sending 
information about outputs and benefits to senior officers across the university. 

I continued to create dedicated writing time and space at my retreats, writing workshops 
and writer’s groups in various forms and venues, including, with a select few, my own home, 
which is where I am writing this chapter. More recently, Lucy Hinnie adapted my model of 
Structured Writing Retreat for Twitter, as RemoteRetreat, thus increasing its accessibility. 

In this analysis I have represented my career in terms of what looks like a progression from 
social to physical to cognitive components of the Social Writing Framework. This is not to 
say that it was a planned progression. Yes, I had plans. No, they did not succeed in getting 
me promoted until I had applied and been rejected several times. Nor am I recommending it 
as a step-by-step recipe for ‘making it’ to professor. 
 
By creating alternative spaces, I was able to retreat from contexts where words, values and 
actions were more likely to inhibit my writing and, thereby, to limit my career progression. 

How I ‘made’ it 
 
All I did was create environments where I could write. However, in these spaces I could also 
help others to write, which was important to me, and I developed knowledge about 
academic writing. 
 
There are, of course, counter-arguments. For example, it will be argued that all of this 
applies equally to men, but statistics tell a different story: men are still more likely to be 
professors, and research explains how this happens (Larivière 2011). 
 
There will be resistance to my implicit critique of context: ‘Ideological, structural or 
intellectual critique is frequently met by strategies that individualize and pathologize those 
who complain’ (Barcan 2013: 8). My analysis could be reconfigured as my pathology: in fact, 
I set myself up for that when I said, ‘This is not about them; it’s about me’. However, this 
chapter builds on other critiques: performativity in education workplaces can be harmful 
(Ball, 2003), there is a need for self-care (Ball and Olmedo 2013), we can invent remedies 
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(Hey, 2004) and writing retreats are an alternative to extreme competition and 
individualization (Acker and Armenti 2004, Moore et al. 2010). 
 
There will be push-back against what may be seen as my whining – of course the academic 
world is competitive, of course there are disagreements, of course there is pressure – it is 
the nature of the beast … the very essence of academic work. Yet my analysis focuses on 
solutions to current problems. Even if we disagree about the context ‘problem’, you would 
think we could agree about the value of trying (and funding) these solutions, but I doubt we 
will, particularly when it comes to decisions about resources. The question remains of how 
systemic change can be achieved by retreating from the ‘context’. 
 
Am I bound always to be in opposition? As a woman professor, I continue to be an anomaly. 
It has worked for me to create spaces where I am not anomalous, not in the sense that I am 
surrounded by women professors – probably not in my lifetime – but in the sense that I can 
focus on my writing, and all that that means. It is both as simple and complex as that. 
Creating spaces where I can do that has helped me to develop in many ways – it’s not just 
about churning out text – and as long as discrimination and undermining persist, which they 
do for me still, I will have a use for writing retreats and will continue to run them so that 
others can benefit in similar ways. This spreading of benefit is my motivation for creating a 
Training for Retreat Facilitators, so that others – again, mostly women – can develop the 
knowledge and skills for creating retreats, do their writing and progress in their careers. 
 
Now, I have decided to work half-time at a university and half-time independently, which 
means running writing retreats and workshops through my company. This arrangement 
allows me to concentrate on my writing and continue to support others. It means that I no 
longer have to collect information about outputs and outcomes for an institution, but 
continue to listen and learn about what seems to be helping. The next steps are podcasts, 
audiobooks, ebooks and using social media to increase the reach of this support. 
 
This independence takes me away from undermining cultures, though I can still see how 
they impact on others, which strengthens the argument for social writing. 

 
Conclusion 
 
As I used the components of the Social Writing Framework to analyse my career, it became 
clear to me that these were the components of my progression to professor. These 
components were needed not to ‘help’ me write, not to solve a writing ‘problem’, but to 
combat forces working against my writing and against my career progression. 
 
Social writing was my response to environments in which I worked. Intensification of what I 
see as social and intellectual assault led to consolidation of my social writing model. Initially, 
I was only aiming for survival, then I wanted to develop new contexts for writing and then it 
became a field of knowledge in its own right. 
 
As I said at the start, this is not to claim a causal connection between my ‘agency’ in creating 
these environments and becoming a professor. I constructed the agency to create 
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alternative spaces in which I could do the writing I had to do and, for some of the time, the 
writing I wanted to do. 
 
I do not offer social writing as a recipe for success, although it is handy for aspiring women 
academics that this alternative mode of writing – and achieving through writing – already 
exists. Social writing now takes many forms. There are many variations (Haas 2014). 
 
Nor am I saying that social writing puts a stop to destructive actions and words or limits 
their impact on me. It does not. Nor does it change discriminatory values and practices. In 
fact, sometimes I felt it intensified them, when individual and group successes at writing 
retreats seemed to inflame them. 
 
Given how effective social writing was for me, it is perhaps astonishing that there were no 
counter measures. In fact, there were. Funding was cut, powerful people undermined the 
benefits – ‘I hear great things about the retreats, but I hope there comes a day when people 
don’t need them’ – and lists were drawn up of things I was not doing because I was ‘only’ 
running retreats, and there were many other responses that took no account of my regular 
reports of the outputs and benefits of social writing for individuals and institutions. 
 
Some will argue that I was privileged in being able to – allowed to? – develop agency in my 
career, but describing my route to Professor, as privileged is wilfully to ignore the 
desperation, despair and distress I experienced along the way – as explained in the section 
on ‘Being in this context’. Alternative spaces were necessary inventions not just for my 
career progression, but also for my health and wellbeing. 
 
Finally, I started this chapter with the words, ‘this is not about them … it’s about me’ 
because it is about how I created alternative spaces for writing in contexts where they were 
needed. As long as there is systemic discrimination, these spaces continue to be needed in 
many contexts. So, while this chapter is about me, it is, of course, also about them. 
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Figure 1: The Social Writing Framework (adapted from Murray, 2015) 
 

 


