
Tom Kelley and David Kelley are masters of creative confidence. They’ve dedicated an entire book to the subject. 
They’ve been featured on 60 Minutes and in the Harvard Business Review discussing the benefits of creative 
confidence. And Dave Kelley delivered a wonderful Ted Talk on creative confidence. If you read the book, the 
articles and listen to the Ted Talk, one of the recurring themes that will jump out at you is the idea of developing 
creative confidence through ‘guided mastery,’ a concept that was pioneered by the renowned psychologist Albert 
Bandura. 

Here’s how Dave Kelley describes Bandura’s ‘guided mastery’ process: 

But Bandura has a step-by-step process that was super successful. So he'd take people to this two-way mirror looking into the 
room where the snake was. And he'd get them comfortable with that. Then through a series of steps, he'd move them and 
they'd be standing in the doorway with the door open, and they'd be looking in there. And he'd get them comfortable with 
that. And then many more steps later, baby steps, they'd be in the room, they'd have a leather glove like a welder's glove 
on, and they'd eventually touch the snake. And when they touched the snake, everything was fine. They were cured. In fact, 
everything was better than fine. These people who had lifelong fears of snakes were saying things like, "Look how beautiful 
that snake is." And they were holding it in their laps.1 

Through Bandura’s experiments, Kelley saw a mirror image of his work with people who didn’t see themselves as 
creative.  At Stanford and through IDEO, Tom and David Kelley work with “people who had the fear that they 
weren't creative,  and [they] could take them through a series of steps,  kind of like a series of small 
successes, and they turn fear into familiarity. And they surprise themselves. That transformation is amazing.” 

Guided mastery  is “a therapeutic method of assisting clients in raising their self-efficacy (i.e., perception that a 
task can be accomplished) so they are motivated to attempt, and subsequently accomplish, progressively more 
difficult tasks that are involved in the implementation of behavioral therapies.2” In this context, we like to think of 
guided mastery as building your inner confidence through baby steps. 

See the next page to understand how you can apply the guided mastery process to your pursuit of inner 
confidence.
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1. Witnessing creativity from afar 
The first steps in raising your creative self-efficacy is in witnessing creativity happen from afar. Not the presentation of the 
final product of creativity, but observing the process and routines embraced by humans who engage in a creative practice. 
You can watch a few episodes of Abstract: The Art of Design. You can listen to a handful of Song Exploder or Origins 
podcasts. Or you can read a book that explores the creation of a masterwork, like any title in the 33 1/3 series of short 
books. Regardless of your chosen medium, the goal of this step in the guided mastery process is the demystification of the 
creative process. 

2. Witnessing creativity up close 
The next step is this process will require that you get out into the world and watch a creator at work. If you work for a 
company that hires ‘creatives,’ you can request to sit in on an upcoming design or production session. If you have a friend 
who’s an artist, you can ask them if you can co-work at their studio one day. The point is to observe humans in the act of 
creation, seeing for yourself that magic wands, cauldrons and spells are nowhere to found. 

3. Make something  
The penultimate step in this process is actually making something. You can write a short story about your love of summer, 
draw a stick-figure self-portrait, use your camera phone to shoot a short-film about your pet cat, compose a song about 
your hatred of dust mites … it doesn’t really matter what you make. What’s important is that you find a way to translate 
an idea in your head into a ‘thing’ that can be experienced by others. If you can afford it, you can jumpstart your creative 
journey by taking a class at a local museum or participating in a guided workshop. Don’t worry about the quality of your 
initial effort. What’s important is that you produce something.  

4. Make it better 
The final step of this process is in working to make your initial creation better. You will accomplish this by sharing your 
creation with others and then editing or re-creating the original. Don’t worry about finding an ‘expert’ to share your 
creation with - at this stage, the technical feedback isn’t as important as the emotional feedback. Find a few friends or 
colleagues who are willing to watch your short film, read your short story or listen to your song and ask them how it 
makes them feel, what it makes them think about and whether it makes them want to act or respond in a certain way or 
not.  
 
With their feedback, you’ll want to ask yourself a few questions: do their answers jive with what you wanted to 
accomplish with your creation? What can you change to better accomplish your creative goals? How might you deepen the 
emotional connection you’re attempting to create? Once you’ve answered these questions, you’re ready to get back to 
work.
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