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Having served the journaling community since 2016, we’ve learned a lot about what makes a bujo 
practice stick - and what makes it fall flat. (And we’re not just talking about lay-flat binding, which 
- as we know - is awesome). 

We’ve been listening as journalists share their frustrations, sticking points, and notebook 
abandonments. (Being as notebook-obsessive as we are, we can’t help but lay awake at night, 
thinking about the millions of journals out there that lay, lifeless, abandoned at the back of 
drawers. It makes us shudder to contemplate). 

We wholeheartedly believe that the regular act of putting pen to paper in a journal can change 
your life (and, dare we say, the world). There is something incredibly powerful about emptying 
your thoughts, plans and reflections out of your head, and onto the page in front of you. 

We’re so passionate about helping more people create a journaling practice that sticks - and 
that is why we’ve created this guide. (Plus...we can’t bear for one more notebook to make it to 
the journal graveyard of shame). 

This guide is for you if you:

~ Have tried journaling hundreds of times before, but just can’t quite seem to make it stick
~ Find yourself giving up on your journal really quickly
~ Feel frustrated that journaling just isn’t working for you
~  Are never happy with the way your journal looks
~ Find yourself comparing your journal to others, and find it lacking
~  Love the idea of journaling, but just feel so overwhelmed by where to even start

We’ve taken our best tips + hints for overcoming bujo overwhelm, and distilled them into five 
practical steps you can take to elevate your practice to a whole new level (plus - you’ll find your 
One-Page Bujo Clarity Plan on page 21. We think you’ll love it!)

Ps. Know someone who might find this helpful? Feel free to pass it on, or share on your social! 

The purpose of this guide.

njoy!
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#1G E T  C L E A R  O N  Y O U R

N E E D S



How clear are you on what you need your journal to do for you?

It’s surprising how easy it is to head full-steam into a journaling practice without asking this 
fundamental question. 

No matter how beautiful your pages look - if you’re not clear on what you need your journal to do 
for you, the success of your practice will be limited (unless, of course, your primary reason for 
journaling IS to create beautiful pages - which is totally fine!). 

What do you need from your practice, right now?

This isn’t about crafting the perfect setup in terms of layouts and spreads: this is about asking the 
deeper question of WHY you’re being called to explore journaling, and what benefits you feel it 
may be able to provide you with. The answer itself doesn’t really matter - your reasons are yours 
alone. What matters is having that clarity, so that you don’t waste time or effort trying to cultivate 
a practice that isn’t working for you.

The key to making your journal work for you is this:

Be honest and real about what YOU need - and not what seems to work for others (or what 
seems popular on social media). 

Before identifying specific spreads in your journal, consider your bigger WHY. 

Why do you want to cultivate a journaling practice?
What are you hoping it will provide for you?
Which areas of your life are you hoping to improve by using a journal? 

Perhaps you’ve been feeling overwhelmed lately, and you’re hoping that keeping a journal will help 
you feel more in control and grounded.

Maybe you’re struggling with a health condition, and need a space to track your symptoms, and 
write about your feelings and concerns.

Or maybe you simply want a creative outlet to collect memories, or document your life.

#1: Get clear on your needs.
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Getting clear on these expectations will help you let go of the things you think you ‘should’ do 
in your journal, and make space for the things you actually need right now.

Have you ever added a monthly tracker to your journal - only to find that you didn’t actually keep 
up with it?

Have you created a ‘Movies To Watch’ spread - completely overlooking the fact that you’re trying 
to spend less time on Netflix, and more time with family? 

Or maybe you created a page where you tested thirty different brush markers - when really, you’re 
craving more simplicity in your life?

If you’re REALLY honest with yourself, you may find that what you’re looking for isn’t 
something a journal can give you. (Or anything tangible can give you, for that matter). 

Are you in love with journaling - or the idea of journaling? Do you genuinely love spending time 
with a notebook and pen - or is it the idea of spending time with a notebook and pen that really 
appeals to you? This one can be challenging, but is super-important to consider.

Are you hoping a journal will fill a hole in you that’s caused by loneliness, anxiety, or boredom? 

Journaling can help with processing these feelings and associated life situations (and helping 
you find ways of improving them) - but having an awareness that a journal can never be a 
substitute for something you’re lacking in life can be incredibly powerful. If you do discover that 
you’ve been hoping a journal will be a ‘magic fix’ for you, you can actually start getting clear on 
the role your journal WILL realistically be able to play in your life. 

If you’re feeling lonely, perhaps scheduling time connecting with friends and family is a priority. 

If you’re anxious, you could create a spread of helpful ways to cope when you’re struggling. 

If you’re bored, ask yourself whether keeping a journal is going to solve that - or whether there’s 
some underlying issue that your journal can help you discover or work through.

Everyone’s circumstances are different, and everyone’s needs are unique to them. 

Be honest about what you need from your journaling practice, and regularly review whether 
you are actually getting that in the pages of your notebook. If you know in your heart that a 
journal is just another distraction or way of procrastinating, ask yourself whether this is even a 
practice you actually want to dedicate time and effort to (and if the answer is no - there’s 
nothing wrong with that!). 
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Knowing which pens, markers, washi tape and stickers to use in your journal can be a hotspot for 
bujo overwhelm. 

If you’re just not finding your groove with your journal, we suggest limiting your tools and 
resources to just THREE items. (Note: fainting after reading that last sentence is a normal 
response to being asking to limit stationery-related implements. Recovery time is usually 
quick).

The fewer tools you can make your journal practice work with, the easier it will be to be consistent 
with. 

There is NOTHING more frustrating than creating an elaborate colour-coding scheme - only to 
find, one day, that you left your fineliners at work (and confirmation that you clearly didn’t write 
‘don’t forget fineliners’ on your to-do list). 

If you can make your system as simple as possible, you’ll have more chance of it becoming a 
practice that sticks.

Until your practice feels like second nature, we recommend choosing a maximum of THREE 
tools, accessories or resources to add to your journaling system. 

This may be one writing pen, one roll of washi tape, and one brush marker.

Or - it could be two writing pens, and one ruler. 

Or - it could be one writing pen, one pack of stickers, and one highlighter.

Limiting your resources for thirty days is an easy (and - believe it or not - fun!) way to explore 
your process - and really get back to basics with a simple system that works. 

If you’re a pen lover or stationery addict, this may feel like an impossible challenge. But trust us - 
this can do WONDERS for your journaling practice. 

Once you’ve spent thirty days with three tools or resources - you’ll feel much less overwhelmed, 
experience less frustration when you don’t have energy to be creative, and you can slowly start 
bringing different accessories back in when you feel like it. 

#2: Limit your resources.
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T A K E  T H E
3  T O O L s  f o r  3 0  d a y s  

C H A L L E N G E

Choose your three must-haves, 
and share them with us on 

Instagram! We’d love to see your 
3-tool spreads.

Tag us (@scribblesthatmatter)
and use the hashtags 

#scribblesthatmatter + 
#3toolsfor30days



#3D O N ’ T  C O N T R O L
O B S E R V E



Are you trying to fit your notebook into your life...or fit your life into a notebook?

If you’ve been trying to fit your life into a notebook, it’s no wonder you’re feeling frustrated and 
overwhelmed. 

So many journalists open up the pages of their new journal, and try to figure out what spreads 
they want to include. 

They look on Instagram and Pinterest for inspiration, and things they might like to include in their 
notebook.

Trackers to try.
Colour coding.
Doodles.
Dutch doors.

The overwhelm kicks in before the basics have even been established, and the beauty of the bujo 
is concealed under stickers and unsustainable, elaborate spreads.

We see what other people are doing in their notebooks, and we feel inspired. 

We go out and buy supplies, and begin replicating what we’ve seen.

This is a fast-track to having notebooks filled with things that looked like great ideas, but 
ultimately - may not be a good fit for our life...and the way our brain works.

If this is going to be the tool you really need it to be, it has to fit your life like a glove...not be a 
glove that you try to force your life into.

#3: Observe...don’t control.



If you...

~ stress out with your spreads
~ find yourself comparing your journal to others
~ feel pressure to use your journal in a certain way
~ get frustrated at how to organise your pages
~ over-complicate things
~ find yourself abandoning notebooks regularly (you know how we feel about that...)
~ create trackers that you can't/don't keep up with

...you are probably forcing your life into the glove :)

We believe that the best way to start a bullet journal is by observing.

Don't start with spreads.
Don't start with styles.
Don't start with figuring out a colour coding system.
Don't start with decoration.

Start by simply observing the way that your brain works.

This might mean starting with a simple future log - if at the very least, you know you need your 
journal to provide a space to capture future events and dates. 

Then, on the next page, you may start daily logging.

Keep your journal open and accessible, and start to note things down throughout the day that you 
feel you need to write down.

At this point, don’t filter - and don’t try to organise.

Simply make notes, and observe - reviewing these notes at the end of the week.

Try noting down thoughts.
When you bought your new fridge freezer.
When your child's tooth fell out.
When you were sick.
Bills you’ve paid. 
Tasks.



At first, you may feel that you’ll write things that are irrelevant. 

That your notebook will be filled with information that isn't needed.

But...after a few weeks...you will begin to notice trends in your note-taking.

You’ll begin to see the kind of information you regularly noted, and this will give you an insight into 
the spreads you actually need.

It may be that your notes were either tasks that needed reviewing, passing remarks that you 
would probably not need to reference again - or things that you may need access to in the future.

For example - you may notice that you have written down financial information. That then 
indicates that you may need a spread to collate it.

You may have made a note of things you needed to buy. This then indicates you may need a 'to 
buy' spread.

Give your notebook the space to evolve around YOU, and this will be the beginning of a system 
that really works for YOU.

If you're feeling frustrated and overwhelmed, try this and see what happens.

Don't start with an agenda, or a set of expectations.

Just start, and see what happens.

Let go of any perfectionism, and embrace the idea of a maybe-messy, unorganised notebook that 
will reveal to you exactly how your notebook can really support you.

You'll begin to notice patterns in the notes you write, and then you can begin to synthesise those 
patterns into a system that effortlessly fits into your life.



#4S U S T A I N A B L E
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#4 Is your journaling practice sustainable? 

In order for a journaling practice to stick (and not be so overwhelming that you don’t know where 
to start), it has to be sustainable.

What does a ‘sustainable’ journaling practice look like?

It’s a way of journaling that has the smallest number of barriers possible.

Is creativity sustainable for you?

Are trackers sustainable for you?

Is daily long-hand journaling sustainable for you?

There’s nothing worse than committing to a system in your journal that you simply don’t have the 
time or inclination to stick to. All that does is set you up to give up right from the start.

Are elaborate spreads lovely to look at - but unrealistic for the time you have available?

Is daily journaling something you’d love to do - but not something you have the capacity for right 
now?

Is using watercolours in your journal something you’d love to do - but realistically, you know you just 
don’t have time to buy materials, make space, and commit to doing it?

If the vision you have in your head for your journal is ideal but not sustainable, the chances of you 
making it a consistent practice are dramatically reduced.

Consistency is key - but in order to have consistency, you have to be real about what you can 
commit to on a consistent basis. Start simple, and keep it sustainable.

#4: Make it sustainable. 



#5I M P E R F E C T I O N
E M B R A C E



#5 One of the main causes of journal overwhelm and procrastination is the fear of making a mistake.

Despite the pages of a notebook being the one place that you CAN make mistakes, the pressure 
to not mess up a page is not insignificant - and it poses a real challenge for those who want to 
embrace their practice, but have an allergic reaction to mistake-making. 

If you’re afraid of making mistakes in your journal, we’d like to offer you this reminder:

Embracing the imperfections in your journal can help you embrace the imperfection of life.

The mistakes we make on our pages have so much to teach us about life. 

They can teach us how to be more accepting, less judgement, and - especially - lower our 
unrealistic expectations of our journal (and life) being perfect and idyllic. 

Mistakes hold us back in so many ways.

Fear of making them. Ripping out pages (or abandoning whole notebooks) because of them. 
Feeling like our journal is 'not enough' when we mess up.

The fear of (or inability to embrace) mistakes can hold us back from the true magic this 
practice has to offer.

For many of us, making a mistake on the page carries a surprising amount of frustration, and 
judgement.

In order to help you embrace imperfection in your journal, we'd like to invite you to ask yourself 
the following questions:

How do you feel about making mistakes in your journal?
Does the inability to embrace mistakes hold you back in any way?
When you make a mistake on the page, what is your reaction?
How would your practice change if you actively EMBRACED mistakes?

#5: Embrace imperfection.



If you literally can’t stand the sight of a small spelling mistake in your journal - how does that 
same perfectionism affect other areas of your life?

If spilling something on the page gives you palpitations - what can this teach you about your 
outlook on life, and how you handle adversity?

Embracing imperfection in your journal can provide an incredible opportunity to practice dealing 
with situations in life that don’t exactly go as planned.

Is it possible that you can make a mistake in your journal...and just let it be?

What is behind the frustration of making a mistake? Are there any toxic self-limiting beliefs that 
drive this reaction - such as a belief that you’re not capable, not good enough, or always screwing 
up?

Try INTENTIONALLY making a mistake in your journal.

You may be surprised at how liberating this small act can be! 

Aiming for perfection in your journal may subconsciously hold you back in your journal, whereas 
embracing imperfection opens up space for acceptance, exploration, and true meaning. 

A final thought on embracing imperfection in your journal is the role that social media plays in 
your journaling practice.

There is nothing wrong with sharing photos of your journal on Instagram. Without people sharing 
their journals publicly, there would be so much less inspiration to draw from. 

But: be careful that sharing your spreads online doesn’t put unnecessary pressure on you to 
create a perfect journal.

Pay attention to the ‘filters’ you apply to your practice to make it more appealing to others.

There is something incredibly inspiring and courageous about sharing imperfection with others - 
and this is especially relevant with sharing your journal.

When you celebrate your imperfect journal, you give others permission to celebrate theirs, too.



P R O M P T S



I want to craft my journaling practice because...

The reason I’m drawn to journaling is...

What I need from my journal is...

I want my journal to make me feel...

An area of my life I’d like to improve with my journal is...

The basic, non-negotiable tools I need for my journal are...

Some journaling accessories I could do without are...

The spreads I DEFINITELY need in my journal are...

When I look at other journals online, I feel...

The things I’d like to log in my journal are...

Things that have worked well in my journal before include...

Things that have NOT worked well in my journal before include...

In my journal, I need to start...

In my journal, I need to stop...

I can integrate my practice into my day by...

I’ll know my practice is working for me when...

I can make my practice sustainable by...



On the next page, you’ll find your One-Page Bujo Clarity Plan. 

You can either print it out, and stick it into your journal - or make your own version using the same 
prompts in your bujo. 

When you next feel overwhelmed or frustrated with your journaling practice, this plan of action 
will remind you of what you need from your journal, what you need to let go of, and what you 

actually NEED.

We’d love for you to share your One-Page Bujo Clarity Plan with 
us, and the STM community!

Take a photo of it, and post it on social media - tagging us 
(@scribblesthatmatter) and using the hashtags 

#scribblesthatmatter + #STMbujoclarityplan.

We’re so happy to share community posts with our 160k+ 
followers, and are always looking out for posts that will inspire 

others to get the most out of their journals. 

PLAN



PLAN

T H E  R E A S O N  I  S T A R T E D  A  J O U R N A L  I S . . .

W H E N  I T  C O M E S  T O  M Y  J O U R N A L I N G  P R A C T I C E ,  I  N E E D  T O  L E T  G O  O F . . .

W H E N  I  G E T  S T U C K  O R  F R U S T R A T E D  W I T H  M Y  J O U R N A L ,  I  N E E D  T O  R E M I N D  M Y S E L F  T H A T . . .

I  W A N T  M Y  J O U R N A L  T O  M A K E  M E  F E E L . . .

T H E  M A I N  S P R E A D S  I  N E E D  A R E . . . T H E  3  T O O L S  I  C A N ’ T  L I V E  W I T H O U T  A R E . . .



If you found this guide to breaking free of Bujo Overwhelm 
helpful, please help us share it with others! 

We’ve made it super-easy to share this guide on our socials. Below, you’ll find three 
Instagram-ready graphics that you can click on, download, and share with your 

community.

Don’t forget to tag us (@scribblesthatmatter) and use the hashtags #scribblesthatmatter 
and #overcomebujooverwhelm.

The guide can be downloaded for free (no opt-in required!) at bit.ly/bujooverwhelm

I’m doing the STM 3 Tools for 30 Days Challenge! It’s from their guide ‘How to Overcome Bujo Overwhelm’ 
(which you can download for free at scribblesthatmatter.com), and it’s a challenge to simplify your bujo tools 
+ accessories for 30 days to make your practice less overwhelming, and more consistent. My three tools are 
(insert three items here!), and I can’t wait to see how this exercise helps me improve my journaling practice! 

Let’s do it together! Just choose your three tools (eg: 1 pen, 1 brush marker, 1 roll of washi), and share your 
spreads using the hashtags #3toolsfor30days and #scribblesthatmatter

INSPIRE

S U G G E S T E D  P O S T  T E X T
F O R  3  T O O L S  C H A L L E N G E

https://scribblesthatmatter.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/OBOshare1A.jpg
https://scribblesthatmatter.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/OBOshare2A.jpg
https://scribblesthatmatter.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/OBOshare3.jpg


We really hope you enjoyed this 
guide, and we’d love to connect 

with you! 

STM.CONNECT WITH US

C L I C K  H E R E  T O  F O L L O W  U S  
O N  I N S T A G R A M

C L I C K  H E R E  T O  J O I N  O U R
F R E E  F A C E B O O K  G R O U P

GET YOUR STM ON

https://www.instagram.com/scribblesthatmatter/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/stmsociety



