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Polarities Are Everywhere:  

How Do You Measure, Monitor and Improve                             

How You Manage Them? 

ODN – Baltimore, October 2011 
 

Presented by: Barry Johnson, Jake Jacobs, and Leslie Depol  
 

This material is based on work by Barry Johnson and Polarity Management Associates      
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Polarities are:  

• Interdependent pairs  

• Energy systems in which we live and work 
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Why bother? 
 
Goal: 

1. Achievement 

2. Speed 

3. Sustainability 

 
When addressing these issues: 

• Strategic Management and Complexity 

• Change  

• Conflict 

• Chronic Issues 

• Cross Cultural Issues (Intra-national and International)  
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8 Polarities in “The Fundamental State of Leadership” 
From Building The Bridge As You Walk On It by Robert E. Quinn 

 

 Spontaneous; Expressive  AND  Self-disciplined; Responsible 

 Compassionate; Concerned  AND  Assertive; Bold 

 Mindful; Reflective  AND  Active; Energetic 

 Principled; Integrated  AND  Engaged; Involved 

 Realistic; Questioning  AND  Optimistic; Constructive 

 Grounded; Factual  AND  Visionary; Hopeful 

 Confident; Secure  AND  Adaptive; Flexible 

 Independent; Strong  AND  Humble; Open 

12 Leadership Polarities 
From Polarity Management Associates 

 

 Conditional Respect  AND  Unconditional Respect 

 Task  AND  Relationship  

 Candor  AND  Diplomacy 

 Responsibility  AND  Freedom 

 Confidence  AND  Humility 

 Analysis  AND  Encouragement 

 Control  AND  Empowerment 

 Grounded  AND  Visionary 

 Structure  AND  Flexibility 

 Logic  AND  Creativity 

 Individual  AND  Work Group 

 Planning  AND  Implementation 

10 Polarities in “Level 5 Leadership”  
From Good To Great by Jim Collins 

 

 Self  AND  Organization  

 Willfulness  AND  Humility 

      Debate  AND  Unity 

 Candor  AND Diplomacy 

 Reality  AND Faith 

 Deep Understanding  AND  Simplicity 

 Discipline  AND  Entrepreneurship 

  Technology Fads  AND  Pioneering 

 Evolutionary  AND  Revolutionary 

 Preserve Core  AND  Stimulate Change 

I believe that the central leadership attribute is the ability to manage polarity.  
Peter Koestenbaum 

8 Leadership Polarities 
From Lost in Transition by Richard Elsner & Bridget Farrands 

 

 To shake things up  AND  To preserve 

 To be open to events  AND  To be intentional about results 

 To develop bonds  AND  To keep distance 

 To seek help to learn about   To give value by showing how 

 the organization  AND   to succeed or avoid failure 

 To impose  AND  To facilitate 

 To go fast to perform  AND  To go slow to prepare 

 To clean out  AND  To develop 

 To support the team  AND  To serve the hierarchy and/or 

    the wider organization 
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11 Important Organizational Polarities 

From Polarity Management Associates 
 

 Centralized Coordination  AND  Decentralized Initiatives 

 Recognize the Individual  AND  Recognize the Team 

 Reduce Cost  AND  Improve Quality 

 Competing with Others  AND  Collaborating with Others 

 Stability  AND  Change 

 Celebrating Our Differences AND  Celebrating Our Commonalities 

 Care for My Part of the Organization  AND  Care for the Whole Organization 

 Showing Respect for Every Person  AND  Showing Respect Based on Performance 

 Getting the Job Done (task)  AND  Building Relationships 

 Taking Care of the Organization  AND  Taking Care of the Customer 

 Work  AND  Home  

10 Strategic Management Polarities 
From Strategy Synthesis by Bob de Wit & Ron Meyer 

 

 Logic  AND  Creativity 

 Deliberateness  AND  Emergentness 

 Revolution  AND  Evolution 

 Markets  AND  Resources 

 Responsiveness  AND  Synergy 

 Competition  AND  Collaboration 

 Compliance  AND  Choice 

 Control  AND  Chaos 

 Globalization  AND  Localization 

 Profitability  AND  Responsibility 

 

7 Organizational Polarities  
From Managing on the Edge by Richard Tanner Pascale  

(Left column = the 7 areas of “Excellence” from In Search of Excellence) 
 

 Strategy Planned  AND  Opportunistic 

 Structure Elitist  AND  Pluralistic 

 Systems Mandatory  AND  Discretionary 

 Style Managerial  AND  Transformational 

 Staff Collegiality  AND  Individuality 

 Shared Values Hard Minds  AND  Soft Hearts 

 Skills Maximize  AND  Meta-mize 

 

3 Organizational Polarities 
From The Three Tensions  

by Dominic Dodd & Ken Favaro 
 

 Profitability  AND  Growth 

 Today  AND  Tomorrow 

 The Whole  AND  The Parts 

1 Organizational Polarity  
From Built to Last by Collins & Porras 

 

 Preserve the Core  AND  Stimulate Progress 
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High Performing Organization 

 

 

Leaders who manage 

polarities well out  

perform those that  

don’t 

 

 

Organizations that  

manage polarities well 

out perform those 

that don’t 

Low Performing Organization 

  and Organization  
Development 

Leadership  
Development 
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Leveraging Polarity Energy Systems 

 Include 
Key Stakeholders 

See It 

 

Map It 

 

Tap It - #1 Assess Present 
Realities  

 

Tap It - # 2 Action Steps   

 
 
 

Tap It - #3 Early Warnings 
 
 

Continue Tapping - #1, 2, 3 
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Competitive Advantage 

Can’t  Compete 

and Autonomous 

Business Units 
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          Ambiguous 
           (Problem) 

Effective Leader 

Ineffective Leader 

  

  

Clear 
(Solution) 

   Flexible 
     (Solution) 

Rigid 
(Problem) 

Loose Tight 
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Polarity Management™ Bibliography 

References for Implementing Polarity Thinking – Below are recent books that provide application and examples 

of Polarity Management in action  
  

•Anderson, Kathy.  Polarity Coaching: Coaching People and Managing Polarities.  Amherst: HRD Press, 2010.  Seven case studies 

showing coaching applications and how to use the polarity map as a wisdom organizer and action planning tool  
 

•Johnson, Barry, Polarity Management: Identifying and Managing Unsolvable Problems. Amherst: HRD Press, 1994. Johnson shares a 

number of case examples in which the shift from seeing an issue as a problem to solve to managing it as a polarity added real value for 

individual leaders and for organizations. 
 

•Johnson, Barry & Roy M. Oswald.  Managing Polarities in Congregations:  Eight Keys for Thriving Faith Communities. Alban 

Institute: 2009.   Eight key polarities common to faith communities, well defined and with suggestions for how to manage them.  
 

•Seidler, Margaret. Power Surge: A Conduit for Enlightened Leadership. Amherst: HRD Press, 2008. Seidler has the most extensive list 

of values pairs available. This book provides the “how to” in helping leaders supplement their strengths and keep them from becoming 

vulnerabilities.  
 

•Schuman, Amy, Stacy Stutz, John L. Ward. Family Business as Paradox.  New York:  Palgrave McMillan, 2010.  Applies polarity 

management to the paradoxes of family run businesses.   

 

References on Polarities as important - Several books have been written that indicate leaders and organizations 

that manage polarities/dilemmas/paradox well outperform those that don't.    
 

•Collins, James C. and Jerry I. Porras. Built to Last: Successful Habits of Visionary Companies. New York: HarperCollins, 1994. 

Authors identify the "Genius of the 'AND'" as a central variable that distinguished the "Gold" companies from the "Silver" companies. 

The whole book is based on managing the polarity of “Preserve the Core & Stimulate Progress.” This could also be seen as the generic 

Stability & Change polarity. 
 

•Collins, Jim. Good to Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap…and Others Don’t. New York: HarperCollins, 2001. 

•The “Genius of the „And‟” continues as an important variable in this book and is identified as a key characteristic of leaders moving 

companies from Good to Great. There are 10 polarities identified as central to becoming a level 5 leader. 
 

•Dodd, Dominic and Ken Favaro. The Three Tensions: Winning the Struggle to Perform Without Compromise. John Wiley and Sons, 

2007. Authors interview executives from 200 companies and identify 3important tensions (polarities) central to their organization‟s 

effectiveness: Profitability & Growth; Today & Tomorrow; and, The Whole & Its Parts. 
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• deWit, Bob and Ron Meyer. Strategy Synthesis: Resolving Strategy Paradoxes to Create Competitive Advantage. London: Thomson, 

1999. de Wit and Meyer identify 10 paradoxes (polarities) which are at the heart of strategic management. 
 

• Elsner, Richard and Bridget Farrands. Lost in Transition: How Business Leaders Can Successfully Take Charge In New Roles, 

London: Marshall Cavendish Limited, 2006. Authors identify 8 tensions (polarities) which, when managed well, contribute 

significantly to being successful in new jobs. 
 

• Fletcher, Jerry and Kelle Olwyler. Paradoxical Thinking: How to Profit From Your Contradictions. San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 

1997. “After more than fifteen years of studying thousands of detailed examples of people performing at their best, Fletcher and 

Olwyler have found that individuals are always paradoxical when performing optimally and that each person has a particular 

combination of contradictory and paradoxical (polarity) qualities that work together to produce that person‟s best work.” 
 

• Hammett, Peter, Unbalanced Influence: Recognizing and Resolving the Impact of Myth and Paradox in Executive Performance. 

Davies-Black Publishing, 2007. Ten year of executive research indicates the importance of paradox in executive performance. 
 

• Hampden-Turner, Charles. Charting the Corporate Mind: Graphic Solutions to Business Conflicts. New York: The Free Press, 1990. 

Charles Hampden-Turner has written several books on the advantage of managing dilemmas in which his research shows that those 

companies that manage key dilemmas well outperform those that don't. 
 

• Hampden-Turner, Charles and Alfons Trompenaars. The Seven Cultures of Capitalism: Value Systems for Creating Wealth in the 

United States, Japan, Germany, France, Britain, Sweden, and The Netherlands. New York: Doubleday, 1993.  
 

• Hampden-Turner, Charles and Alfons Trompenaars.Building Cross-Cultural Competence: How to Create Wealth from Conflicting 

Values. Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 2000. Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars identify 6 dilemmas (polarities) which must be 

managed to support cross-cultural competence. 
 

• Handy, Charles. The Age of Paradox. Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 1994. Handy builds on his earlier work, The Age of 

Unreason, to assert the balancing of paradoxes (polarities) at the heart not just of effective personal and organizational life, but of 

our survival as a world community. 
 

• Hickman, Craig R. Mind of a Manager Soul of a Leader. New York: John Wylie & Sons, 1990. Support for the benefits of 

paradoxical thinking also show up in Hickman's book the title of which is a fundamental polarity in leadership. 
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• Hofstede, Geert. Culture’s Consequences: Comparing Values, Behaviors, Institutions, and Organizations Across Nations. London: 

Sage Publications, Ltd., 2001. Hofstede identifies 5 dimensions (polarities) of national culture to help us tap national differences as 

a resource. 

 

• Johnston, Charles M. Necessary Wisdom: Meeting the Challenge of a New Cultural Maturity. Seattle: ICD Press, 1991. Johnston 

identifies 5 key polarity domains within culture and asserts the importance of understanding and bridging polarities. Managing 

polarities are at the heart of wisdom and cultural maturity and how we “must learn to think and act if our future is to be a healthy 

one.” 

 

• Martin, Roger.  The Opposable Mind:  How Successful Leaders Win Through Integrative Thinking.  Boston:  Harvard Business 

School Press, 2007.  Drawing on research and interviews, Martin shows that truly successful leaders are skilled at holding two 

opposing ideas at the same time and reaching a synthesis that contains elements of both, but improves on each.    

 

• Pascale, Richard Tanner. Managing on the Edge: How the Smartest Companies Use Conflict to Stay Ahead. New York: Simon & 

Schuster, 1991. Pascale identifies "managing contention better" as the key variable that separated the 14 companies that kept their 

"excellent" rating from the 29 that did not when looking at the 43 companies identified in the book In Search of Excellence. What he 

means by "managing contention" is managing polarities/dilemmas/paradoxes and he identifies 7 giving examples of each. 

 

• Quinn, Robert E. Beyond Rational Management: Mastering the Paradoxes and Competing Demands of High Performance. San 

Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1988. Quinn asserts that mastering paradox (polarity) is the central to high performance. 

 

• Quinn, Robert E. Building The Bridge As You Walk On It: A Guide for Leading Change. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2004.  Quinn 

identifies 8 polarities as “The fundamental state of leadership.”  

 

• Sisodia, Raj, Jag Sheth, and David B. Wolfe. Firms of Endearment: How World Class Companies Profit from Passion And Purpose. 

Wharton School Publishing, 2007. The authors discovered that the key indicator for whether a company is a great investment is the 

degree to which it manages the polarity of taking care of the stockholders & the stakeholders. In other words attending to company 

interests & the interests of the larger community in which the company exists. 

  


