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Relational Leadership Toolkit Narrative Leadership

Narrative
Leadership

More and more, organizations committed to advocacy and change, and many of our most 
inspiring leaders are focusing on the skill of storytelling in new and innovative ways. Stories 
inspire; they help people understand complex topics, build resilience and connections, and 
drive collective action. What’s more, in uncertain and challenging times, stories can help us 
regain our sense of connection and purpose.

This toolkit introduces the framework and technique of Narrative Leadership, a tool for sharing 
our values and experiences with others through story. 
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The Impact Of Story
Stories are all around us. It may seem impossible to succinctly tell the story of who you are and 
what you care about, but consider how each of us is the protagonist in our own life story. At certain 
moments, you made choices that sent you in one direction and not another. You may have endured 
setbacks or successes. We learn about ourselves in those moments. Perhaps a mentor modeled a 
style of professionalism that continues to resonate and shape how you approach leadership. Maybe 
you encountered a personal loss, and that experience molded your perspective. 

Narrative Leadership invites you to consider moments like these and craft a story that helps others 
understand what drives you, reciprocally encouraging others to share what drives them. Ultimately, it 
is a learning process that enables you to articulate what you care about and value. We can never tell 
our whole life story to others, but Narrative Leadership is a tool we can utilize to thoughtfully interpret 
our journey in ways that engage others in shared purpose. Through the reflection and interpretation of 
our own experiences, Narrative Leadership helps us inspire and teach others.

Story Connects

Narrative engagement builds resilience, connections, and a sense of shared commitment around 
common values. This may seem to overstate the power of simply telling a story, but on a basic human 
level, stories are how we learn to access the moral and emotional resources we need to face the 
unknown and the unexpected. In this way, sharing our story reminds us of our own agency. It also 
serves as a reminder that we are not alone in our passions and interests and that we are not alone in 
overwhelming times largely defined by uncertainty.

Story Transforms

Emotionally and subconsciously, the art of communicating effectively and openly – the practice of 
both sharing personal stories and eliciting from others their stories – is what often inspires collective 
action. Ultimately, it is our stories that help translate our values into action and motivate others to 
achieve shared goals and advance a shared mission. 

Power & Story  

As with all Relational Leadership skills, we have to consider how power dynamics shape our 
interactions with others. Story has the profound ability to foster connection, and in doing so build 
our relational power with one another. It’s important that we as individuals take the time to share 
our own stories and create space for others to share theirs. 
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Get To The Why | Focus on challenges you faced, the choices you made to deal with 
those challenges, and the satisfaction - or frustration – you experienced. Why did you 
do this and not that? Keep asking yourself why. What are the underlying motivations 
and values that influence your actions?

Provide Detailed Imagery | Great stories are specific and visual– they evoke a very 
particular time, place, and setting through the mood, colors, sounds, textures, and 
tastes. The more you can communicate this visual specificity, the more power your 
story will have to engage others. It is the specificity of the experience that gives us 
access to the universal sentiment and the insights they contain. 

Show Don’t Tell | Revealing the choices you made and reasons why you have chosen 
the path you have allows others emotional and intellectual insight into your values, 
why you have chosen to act on them in this way, what they can expect from you, and 
what they can learn from you. Rather than simply name your values, show how your 
decisions were informed by the values you hold.

Constructing A Narrative:          
The Three Components Of Story

Why did you feel it was a 
challenge? What was so 
challenging about it?

Every story follows an arc, moving through three components: 

When constructing any story, keep in mind:

Why did you make the 
choice you did? Where 
did you get the courage 
- or not? Where did you 
get the hope - or not?

What happened as a 
result? How did it feel 
and why? What did it 
teach you? What do you 
want to teach us?
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While we may be accustomed to drawing out stories from others, we often fail to offer our own. You may 
believe that your story doesn’t matter, that people aren’t interested, or that you work in a profession where 
you should not be talking about yourself. But when you do public work, when you enter the world and 
encounter people relationally, you have a responsibility to offer a public account of who you are, why you 
do what you do, and what you value. Also, consider this truth: if you don’t author your story, others will, 
and they may not tell it in the way that you like. This is why we must begin with the story of who we are. 

With the Story of Self, you answer the question why you are called to motivate others to join you in a 
particular action. What stories can you share that will enable others to get you and why this particular work 
matters to you? How can you enable others to experience the values that move you to act? Ultimately, in 
the Story of Self you should focus on trying to identify key choice points that set you on your path. 

Choosing Which Story To Tell 

Begin With Your Own Story: 
Crafting A Story Of Self

Each of us have more stories within us than we can ever tell. There is no one defining story, but we can 
be intentional about the stories we share and why. Before you decide what part of your story to tell, 
consider major turning points in your life, or think about the following aspects of your life: 

Family & 
Childhood

Parents, Ancestors, Family
Experience Growing Up
Community
Schooling

Life 
Choices

 Moments Of 
Leadership

Education, Career Path
Partner, Family
Finding Passion
Overcoming Hardships

Career Decisions
Response to Crisis
Relationship to Others
Role Models & Inspiration

When considering these moments, ask yourself:

• What values move me to act? 

• How might this inspire others?

• What can be learned from these moments?

• Why is it important for me to share this story?
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A Call To Action: 
The Story Of Us & Now
Narrative Leadership is a process to be intentional with how and when we use our stories to connect 
and relate to others. While the Story of Self is the first, and arguably most important, aspect of 
Narrative Leadership, there are other components we can work into a story to inspire others towards 
action. In much of the advocacy and leadership working happening today, you can see these elements 
at play. We describe them here as the Story of Self, Story of Us, and Story of Now. 

from Marshall Ganz, Leading Change Network

Your story (Self): In this story 
you focus on trying to identify 
key choice points that set you 
on your path. 

The story of your 
community (Us): In this 
story you intentionally 

engage the values, 
experiences, and/or the 

aspirations of your team/
group/audience. 

The story of shared action (Now): In this story you focus on 
the question of what urgent challenge you hope to inspire 
others around AND what your vision of successful action 
looks like?  
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Story of Us
If the Story of Self animates, punctuates, and articulates why you have been called to serve, the story 
of your community (Story of Us) - with whom you will be sharing your story – communicates why, in 
particular, others are called to act with you, and why, collectively, that same community in particular has 
the capacity/opportunity to lead. Similar to your personal story, there are key choice points that express 
the values underlying the work of any organization/group. The key is to focus on telling a story about 
specific people – and specific moments of choice or action – that shaped a shared sense of connection. 

This is the story that connects the speaker to his/her audience and creates a larger sense of community. 
What are the shared values in the group you are speaking to? Describe the stories that highlight the 
shared values and experiences of the people to whom you’re speaking. Think of collective challenges 
you faced as a community (be specific), the collaborative choices you made, and the outcomes of those 
experiences.

Before you decide what part of your story to tell, think about these questions:

• What does this group care about?

• How/when have you seen that articulated or made real?

Story of Now
Lastly, and importantly, you must also communicate the urgent challenge your community is called upon 
to face, together. This Story of Now should focus on the pressing challenge that requires an immediate 
response and the specific choice you are calling others to make in the face of this challenge. And, 
ultimately, the hopeful outcome everyone can expect if they do in fact take that best first step with you, 
together.  

With the Story of Now, it is important to construct a narrative that feels urgent – this is what will prompt 
us to act and create change in our communities. What stories communicate the urgent challenges that 
your community faces? It is also important that the story contains a sense of hope. This is a call to action, 
and your “us” must understand the powerful opportunity they have to act together and, what’s more, that 
the action will help create a world that is closer to how it ought to be. 

Before you decide what part of your story to tell, think about these questions:

• Why does this need to change now?

• Do we know what needs to be done? How will we know when we get there?
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Stories help us feel seen, and give us a sense of being known. Listening to a colleague’s story can 
transform your relationship, allowing you to move from, “I know what she does” to “I understand what 
she cares about.” While inviting stories from others requires focus and attention, it can still be done 
when time is short. We have developed some practical strategies that you can apply immediately. Our 
goal is to encourage bi-directional communication and compassionate listening; and we encourage 
you to be creative with these tips. We hope they will help you engage with your team members and 
community in a different way.

Inviting Others 
To Share Their Story

Stay Curious | Remember that your role is to be a listener. Nothing else. Listen 
to stories as stories. Your goal is not to “fix” or “solve” but to hold space, be 
present, and bear witness. When you are fully engaged in someone else’s world, 
you put yourself in their position. You see what they see. Ask questions with a 
sense of curiosity. Be sure to allow for silence, to let the storyteller formulate 
their thoughts. You might respond to a storyteller’s description of a painfully 
isolating experience by saying “It sounds like you were really lonely.”

Observe How You Feel | Notice the feelings and thoughts that the story brings 
up for you. Consider how sharing those responses may offer insight into the 
storyteller’s feelings, concerns, and needs. Find appropriate moments to reflect 
and share. For example, you might respond to a storyteller’s description of a 
painful isolation experience by saying “It sounds like you have been lonely.” 
The storyteller may agree, or choose to edit or disagree with your observation. 
Either way, your reflections help the storyteller clarify feelings and gain new 
insights. This is especially important if what you are hearing is resilience. 
As narrators of our own life story, we don’t always recognize our sources of 
courage.
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There are a myriad of ways you can use story in your personal and professional lives. Story can help 
us reflect and become more self aware, it can increase psychological safety, trust and rapport among 
individuals, and it can help us accelerate changes needed in our communities. Consider some of the 
following applications:

Application: 
Narrative Leadership In Action

Individual 

How can I better understand my own motivations and values 
through crafting story?

How can I better understand others’ motivation and values 
through listening to their stories?

Team

How can I use story to build more safety, trust, and candor on my 
teams, with colleagues, community members, and loved ones?

Are there opportunities for us to share stories with one another?

System

How might I effect changes at the policy or practice level in my 
institution, department, or organization through story?

Are there ways I may be able to influence decision makers or 
build collective energy through story?

Situations in which you might use story: 

• meeting with team members to have a one-to-one, check in, or exchange feedback.

• advocating for reform or changes within your department.

• starting off a strategic planning meeting when there are different hierarchies, power dynamics, 
or new members.
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Weaving It All Together

Check out these examples of how leaders weave together these three elements into one 
compelling argument with the video clips on our website. 

Glenn Rivers | Basketball coach Glenn [“Doc”] Rivers reflects on the challenge of 
addressing and supporting his team the Los Angeles Clippers after racist comments by 
the team’s owner Donald Sterling were made public. Ultimately, he intuitively decides that 
while he doesn’t have the right answer on what the team should do, the best first step is 
to share his personal story and give his team space to decide for themselves how to best 
move forward. In brief – he addresses the leadership challenge with the relational tool of 
narrative. *Note: this clip includes some difficult language.

Chimamanda Adichie | “Our lives, our cultures, are composed of many overlapping 
stories.” Novelist Chimamanda Adichie tells the story of how she found her authentic 
cultural voice – and warns that if we hear only a single story about another person or 
country, we risk critical misunderstanding.

Bono | In 2006, Bono was selected to deliver the keynote address for the annual Prayer 
Breakfast. In the speech, Bono urged more aid to fight famine, poverty, disease, and, 
particularly, HIV/AIDS in Africa. He labeled this financial support as a “tithe,” giving the 
policy request a religious value. In the speech, notice how Bono is ALWAYS telling a story 
(his speech is rich with images). And he ends the speech on a specific ask that could/
would be collectively achieved by those in the room. Working backward, that call to action 
connects to both his own history (religion often gets in the way of God, he comments 
remembering his childhood) and the commitments and values he images are shared 
within the audience.

James Comey (Fictional) | A fictional James Comey (played in this clip by Jeff Daniels) 
interviews with President Barack Obama for the position of FBI director. When asked 
why he wants the job, Comey shares a story of self. Note: while this a fictive cinematic 
recreation, it is well documented that James Comey often shared this deeply personal 
moment from his history to highlight his ‘why’ regarding his profession.  
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This toolkit was written and curated by Matt Lewis.
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About Relational Leadership

Relational Leadership (RL) is a human-centered approach to working with others that cultivates connection and 
awareness in order to increase belonging, collaboration, equity, and impact across health systems. It teaches 
practices that foster cultures where all team members or stakeholders share a greater sense of psychological 
safety and feel seen, heard, and valued for their perspectives and contributions.
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