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Let’s Get Practical  
Shaping Stories That Drive Action 
Episode 38: Interview with Jamie Dixon 

 
As a leader, talk is cheap. Action is what counts and practice makes a difference. Below are 
practical steps to improve performance.     

• Relate. Relate. Relate. Relate. Relate. This is the foremost advice Executive Coach and 
consultant Jamie Dixon, author of The Story Habit: How Leaders Shape Stories That Drive 
Action, gives CEOs and Senior Leaders who want to improve their leadership. The more 
you relate to others, the more likely and willing they are to follow you. Ironically, as this 
episode is about improving your storytelling to help shape narratives that drive action in 
your business, the more time you spend listening to people, the better your storytelling 
prowess will become. Through listening, you learn what they care about, what resonates 
with them, and how to better relate your stories to them. As Jamie said in Episode 38: 
“Shut up and listen. That makes you a better storyteller.” 
 

• Notice Change. This is one of the habits Jamie shares in his book and is fundamental to 
great storytelling. Simply enhancing your awareness of what’s happening and changing 
around you provides the foundation upon which great stories can be built. There are 
stories everywhere, and you’ll see them once you build the habit of noticing change. 
 

• Pay attention to the Resolve part of Jamie’s “Relate, Challenge, Resolve” storytelling 
framework. When you want people to take action in your business, don’t tell them what 
to do or how to do it. Instead, focus on the next step, and make that next step as easy, 
desirable, and risk-free as possible, so much so that taking it is all but inevitable. 
 
The example Jamie gave in Episode 38 is wanting someone to lose weight, which he points 
out is the destination of the change. To lose weight, one might need to exercise and 
change their diet, which he calls the path to the destination. But how can they find an 
exercise that fits their lifestyle? That they’d enjoy doing? That they can sustain? And that 
they can commit to? And how might they do that with their diet, as well? The more 
practical and specific you get with someone, the more likely they are to take steps in the 
direction toward that desired destination of change. 
 

• The experiences people have with you will trump the stories you tell them about you. 
When the stories you tell greatly differ from the actual experiences people have, it creates 
cognitive dissonance for those who hear what you say but experience something else. We 
addressed this way back in Episode 9: Leadership Presence with Katherine Johnson (go 
back and listen for more information). If you don’t want to create that chaos for others, 
think about the stories you want people to tell about you, your leadership, and your 
company, then create experiences for them that shape and support that narrative. 
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• Contrast all your statistics with something else to drive home your point. Jamie 
recommended in this episode (and in his book) that you can use storytelling to emphasize 
facts and statistics by contrasting them with other facts and statistics. The choices you 
make when deciding what to compare to shapes the narrative and drives the action you 
want to your people to take. 

 
For example, instead of simply stating current customer scores, contrast them to industry 
metrics, or your scores from a prior month or year, or to the ambitious customer goal 
you’ve set but not yet met. When contrasted to your current customer scores, each of 
these shapes a different narrative and opens a door for you to drive action by suggesting 
the next step for your people to take toward a new destination of change. 
 

• Learn to empathize. In step with the first bullet on this Let’s Get Practical, listening and 
relating to others creates endless opportunities for you to practice and perfect expressing 
empathy toward your people. Often, it’s the lack of awareness or understanding that 
inhibits our ability to empathize with someone else, so the more you listen and aim to 
relate, the more you’ll learn about what’s happening in the lives of your people. Look for 
the opportunities to convey care, concern, encouragement, and empathy for your people. 
You’ll not only shape a better narrative of you as a leader, but your people will be far 
more willing to work for and follow you. 
 

• Recognize that when you most need to show empathy is often when you’re least 
capable of giving it. We get it: the CEO job is as frustrating as they come. Yet, allowing 
your frustrations to show damages your culture and creates that cognitive dissonance we 
talked about a few bullets up. Your employees want to follow you and want you to lead 
them, but when you operate from a place of anger, frustration, disbelief, exasperation, or 
any other strong emotion, your ability to connect and relate to others is greatly reduced. 
In those moments, allow the emotion to flow through you before engaging others, even if 
it means stepping away until you can show up the way others need you to. Master this 
and you’ll see your list of mistakes and apologies significantly shortened. 
 

• Shut up! Whether you’re in conflict, trying to connect and empathize, sharpening the skill 
of noticing change, or just meeting with and listening to your people, give yourself 
permission – and perhaps a goal – to do less talking and more listening. Even when we 
think we’re listening, we’re often thinking more about what our response might be and 
less about what the other person is saying. Learn to close the mouth and quiet your active 
brain to be more present with your people. Shutting up is a good skill for everyone, but 
especially leaders. 
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• Head-nods are the perfect KPI to grade how well you’re relating to others. It’s always 
good to have KPIs in your business, but how does one measure success at relating, 
connecting, and engaging others? Enter the head-nod, the oft-involuntary action people 
take when they agree with someone. Since we’ve already advised you to notice change, 
see if you can add noticing head-nods to your list whenever you’re talking with others in 
your company. See if you can increase head-nods, not by explicitly asking for them, but by 
following the steps Jamie Dixon laid out in this episode: Relate, Challenge, Resolve. Head-
nods should tell you how well you’re doing. 
 

• It’s not about you. Great storytellers inherently understand that connecting with the 
audience is crucial to telling a great story. Great leaders draw the parallel and inherently 
understand that connecting with their people is crucial to getting them to want to follow 
you or take action. Reflect on the stories you use to relate and challenge others. Are your 
stories about you or about them? Are your stories as out of touch as the CEO complaining 
to employees about yacht issues? Learn what matters to your audience and then make 
your stories more about them than yourself. 
 

• Build the habit of asking your people how they’re doing. We get it, there’s a lot on your 
plate. You’re often running from meeting to meeting with many people needing your 
time. It can be easy to form the habit of quantity over quality when trying to see as many 
people as possible at the expense of making those interactions impactful for your people. 
But knowing how important it is to relate to and connect with others if you plan to drive 
action, you’ll need to create the habit of checking in with your people before moving to 
task lists and updates. 
 

• Pay attention to and recognize the paradigm shifts happening around you. This 
suggestion further supports the recommendation above to notice change. So much has 
changed since prior to the pandemic, and old ways of thinking and doing have been 
forever altered. This not only provides you with endless stories you can shape that drive 
action in your business (the whole point of this episode), but it also requires new ways of 
thinking to address old issues. Force-fitting what’s worked in the past may not get you the 
results you desire. 
 

• Seek out things you can agree on. File this one under “How to relate well with others”. 
It’s too easy and common these days to focus on differences and avoid those with whom 
we have little in common, but that won’t help you when trying to lead an organization 
filled with people of different backgrounds, beliefs, experiences, needs, and opinions. 
Here’s where storytelling comes in, because you can rally everyone together by relating to 
and calling out that which you agree on rather than that which divides you. Look for it. 
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• Show, don’t tell. If the goal is to drive people to want to take action, then leverage the 

power of experiences to inform and shape the narratives that motivate them. People 
remember experiences far longer and more powerfully than what you tell them, so 
whenever possible, create experiences for them that will naturally make them want to act 
in the direction of the changes you need them to make. The more powerful the 
experience, the more aligned they will be with you on the need and desire to act. 
 

• Build a pool of relevant stories! In time and through the behaviors that build the story 
habit, you’ll get good at creating stories in the moment that fit the situation. But there’s 
nothing wrong with preparing in advance for future storytelling opportunities. As you’re 
beginning to notice change, consider recording, categorizing, and rehearsing your stories 
in advance so you can tell them at the right time on a moment’s notice. The more 
prepared you are, the more confident you’ll feel telling those stories when the 
opportunity presents itself. 
 

• Don’t forget to challenge! Jamie Dixon emphasized this at the very end of Episode 38, 
suggesting many leaders are great at relating to others, but forget or neglect to challenge 
them. If you’ve done the work to create connection, credibility, and trust with your 
audience, leverage your strong efforts by challenging them through stories to think and 
act differently. Failing to do so is a missed opportunity for you to drive action and 
progress in your business, and likely creates frustration for you when things aren’t getting 
done. 

 
 

 
 
 

To listen to this Episode again and tune in to episodes that you may have missed, go to 
http://www.thefrustratedceo.com/. 


