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STORY LEADERSHIP™ 
 

HELPING LEADERS SHAPE THE STORIES THAT SHAPE 
ORGANISATIONAL REALITY AND ALLOW YOUR STRATEGY TO 

LAND 

The Leadership Capability for Navigating Complexity Through Collective Sense-
Making 

Anna Katharina Schaffner, PhD 

 
 

PEOPLE DON'T RESPOND TO STRATEGY. THEY RESPOND TO 
THE STORIES THEY TELL ABOUT STRATEGY. 

In most organisations, strategy doesn’t fail because it is flawed. It fails because of how it 
is interpreted, trusted and emotionally received. 

Strategy is interpreted through stories: 
stories about leadership, trust, fairness, 
identity and the future. These stories 
are powerful interpretive filters. They 
shape whether change feels credible or 
threatening, whether leadership is 
trusted or doubted, and whether 
people experience their work as 
meaningful or merely demanding. 

People constantly create meaning via 
stories at all organizational levels: 
individuals, teams, functions, 
leadership groups. We never simply 
respond to facts, but to the stories we 
tell about the facts.  

Story Leadership™ recognises that 
every organisation runs on stories. But 

the stories leadership tells and the stories people believe may not align. 

The Official Story is the strategy leaders communicate. 
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The Lived Stories are the stories employees actually believe. 

The gap between these stories determines whether people embrace change, resist it, or 
disengage. 

Story Leadership™ helps leaders surface, understand and consciously shape the 
organizational stories that determine whether strategy succeeds. 

 

STORY INTELLIGENCE™ 

Story Intelligence™ is the human capability to recognise, interpret, challenge and 
consciously shape the stories that drive human behaviour. 

Story Leadership™ applies Story Intelligence™ to organisations, helping leaders 
understand how people make sense of strategy, leadership and change – and how to shape 
more generative organisational stories. 

Story shapes perception. Perception shapes behaviour. Behaviour shapes reality. 

 

 

THE STORY LEADERSHIP™ CAPABILITY 

Leaders are not only decision-makers and influencers. They are also: 

• interpreters 
• sense-makers 
• meaning-builders 
• and stewards of collective narratives. 

The organisations best equipped for 
change are those whose leaders 
understand how stories shape 
behaviour, culture and trust, and who 
are able to become conscious stewards 
of these stories. 

 

Story Leadership is the capability to 
recognize, challenge and influence the 
narratives that shape culture, behaviour 
and change readiness. It develops Story 
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Intelligence™ which includes four core capabilities: Story Awareness, Story Defusion, 
Story Stewardship and Vision Storytelling. 

Story Leadership™ is not simply about storytelling for influence. Stories are our primary 
sense- and meaning-making tools, and the stories we tell about ourselves, other people 
and the organisations in which we work shape our realities and levels of engagement. 
Story Leadership™ is a transformative mechanism for surfacing and diagnosing what 
keeps organisations from thriving, and for creating belief, meaning and engagement.  

 

TYPICAL USE CASES 

Artificial intelligence can generate information. It cannot determine what that 
information means for your organisation. Meaning-making remains a core human 
capability. 

The organisations that thrive in the future will not simply have better strategies. They will 
become better at making sense of complexity together. That is the capability Story 
Leadership™ develops. 

Story Leadership™ is particularly valuable during: 

• post-merger or post-restructure integration 
• strategy relaunch where the old story won’t let go 
• burnout, disengagement and rising attrition 
• cultural fragmentation or identity loss 
• leadership credibility challenges 
• high-pressure transformation environments 
• organisational growth or reinvention. 

 
WHAT ORGANISATIONS GAIN 

Before Story Leadership™ After Story Leadership™ 

Strategy interpreted differently across teams Aligned understanding of strategic intent 

Resistance feels irrational 
Leaders understand and repair the stories 
driving resistance 

Communication becomes repetitive but remains 
ineffective Conversations become more meaningful 
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Before Story Leadership™ After Story Leadership™ 

Trust erodes Trust strengthens 

Change fatigue increases Ownership increases 

Behaviour changes slowly or stalls Strategy translates into action 

 

 

TYPICAL OUTCOMES 

✓ Faster strategy execution 
✓ Greater leadership credibility 
✓ Stronger alignment between strategy and culture 
✓ Increased employee engagement 
✓ Better cross-functional collaboration 
✓ More psychologically safe conversations 
✓ Reduced change fatigue 
✓ Greater organisational resilience 

 

WHY THIS WORK IS DIFFERENT 

Most culture and change interventions 
focus primarily on behaviour or 
communication. Story Leadership™ 
works upstream. It addresses the 
narrative conditions determining 
whether downstream efforts succeed or 
fail.  

This work complements strategy and 
consultancy programmes; 

treats resistance as meaningful sense-
making rather than dysfunction; 

includes explicit narrative defusion 
before re-authoring; 



	
	

	 5	

strengthens organisational ownership and agency; 

and builds lasting narrative capability rather than temporary engagement. 

This is not just vision-storytelling training. It is leadership and organisational 
transformation through story awareness and empowering collective sense-making. 

 

Story Leadership Transformation Programme™ 
 

Recommended duration: 4–12 weeks 
Leadership cohort: 8–12 participants 
 

 

 

Phase 1 – SEE THE STORY 

Story Leadership keynote 
Story Check™ Narrative Diagnostic Workshop 

Identify: 

• dominant organisational stories 
• hidden resistance and non-generative stories 
• gaps between official and lived stories 

Deliverables: 

• Narrative Diagnostic 
• Story Map 
• Executive Insight Report 

 
Phase 2 – SHIFT THE STORY 
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Story Repair™ Workshop 
Story Awareness, Story Defusion and practical tools for releasing non-generative 
organisational stories. 

Practical story alignment capability building. 

Leaders learn to: 

• surface unhelpful assumptions and beliefs 
• facilitate Story Defusion 
• lead psychologically safe conversations 
• reshape limiting narratives 

 
Phase 3 – LEAD THE STORY 

Vision Story Workshop 
Co-create compelling new leadership narratives that translate strategy into meaning and 
action. 
Build narrative capability to influence and inspire.  

Leaders learn to: 

• Create a compelling future narrative. 
• Translate strategy into shared meaning. 
• Build behavioural commitments. 
• Create sustained ownership. 

 
Executive Integration 
1:1 Story Solution™ coaching for executive leaders (minimum two sessions per 
executive) 
 
Optional enhancement 
Integration with INSIGHTS Discovery where already embedded within the organisation. 
The Story Leadership™ programme can specifically build on and keep alive INSIGHTS 
learnings as the two models work perfectly together. 

Typical Outcomes 
• Stronger alignment between strategy and culture 
• Greater leadership credibility 
• More psychologically safe conversations  
• Enhanced engagement  
• Improved strategy adoption 
• Reduced change fatigue 
• Greater trust and collaboration 
• A shared, compelling vision of the future 
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Investment 
Day rate (in person): £2,000 
 
Programme: 
• Keynote (1 day): £2,000 
• Three workshop days: £6,000 
• Executive coaching: £300/session (minimum two sessions per executive) 
 
Illustrative investment for 8 leaders: 
Keynote & Facilitation: £8,000 
Executive coaching (16 sessions): £4,800 
Typical programme total: approximately £12,000 – 14,000 plus VAT and travel. 
 
Online delivery is available at half-day rates. 
 
Standalone options: 
• Story Leadership keynote 
• Story Check™ Narrative Diagnostic Workshop 
• Executive Story Solution™ coaching 

 

EXPERIENCE & COLLABORATION 

Story Leadership concepts and interventions are already being applied within 
organisational and leadership-development settings. 

Anna has recently collaborated with INSIGHTS, contributing keynote speaking at their 
2026 Global Leadership Meeting, workshops, leadership coaching, and Story Leadership 
Labs at different levels of the organization. 

She has also delivered keynotes and workshops for organisations including: 

• NHS  
• professional services and private equity firms 
• elite performance environments, including Brighton & Hove Albion and the 

Saracens 
• and Oxford University. 

 

What clients say 

Storytelling is not a nice to have — it is a core leadership skill. It is how we 
connect strategy to what it really means day to day, consistently and simply, in a 
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way that people can see themselves in. And it is how we turn direction into 
momentum. 

Angela Brennan, Global Head of Learning & Talent 

 

Absolutely super execution of one of the best leadership events I have been to… 
and I’ve been to many! Superb execution and to work on the actual work that 
needs done with the wonderful Anna Katharina Schaffner was simply inspiring 
and superb. 

Tricia Nelson, Global Marketing, Brand & Sales Director, Insights 

 

Thank you Anna for your huge contribution to our Global Leadership Meeting - it 
is a privilege to work with you and I look forward to seeing meaningful impact as 
we continue to cascade ‘The Story Solution’ throughout our business. 

Sandy Wilson, Head of People & Strategy, Insights 

 

I was mesmerised listening to Anna. Rarely have I ever been so engaged for so 
long… listening to your story, about story-telling to inspire and the connection I 
drew personally on how the stories we tell ourselves can lead to our own self-
limiting beliefs. Thank you. It was a privilege to listen to you and to meet you. 

Tracy Sheard, Senior People Business Partner, Insights 

 

ABOUT ANNA KATHARINA SCHAFFNER 

Anna Katharina Schaffner, PhD, is the creator of Story Leadership™. 

Anna is a keynote speaker, executive coach, bestselling author and former Professor of 
Cultural History whose work explores the relationship between stories, leadership, 
burnout, identity and organisational transformation. Anna’s books have been translated 
into five languages and her research has been discussed on the BBC, in Vogue, the 
Guardian, Psychology Today, Philosophie Magazine and in many other national and 
international media. 

Over the past two decades Anna has worked across academia, executive coaching, 
clinical practice and leadership development, combining rigorous scholarship with 
practical organisational application. 
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Anna’s work sits at the intersection of narrative psychology, leadership, and 
organisational behaviour. 

It is informed by contemporary behavioural science, Acceptance and Commitment 
Therapy (ACT), organisational psychology, systems thinking and decades of historical 
research into how human beings construct meaning. 

 

Selected books: 

The Story Solution: Change Your Toxic Self-Stories and Thrive (Profile, 2026) 

Exhausted: An A–Z for the Weary (Profile, 2024) 

The Art of Self-Improvement: Ten Timeless Truths (Yale University Press, 2021) 

Exhaustion: A History (Columbia University Press, 2016) 

 

 

 

Get in touch: 

anna@story-leadership.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Anna Katharina Schaffner, PhD 

Executive Coach | Story Leadership Consultant | Writer & Keynote Speaker 

www.annakschaffner.com 


