
POLARITY MANAGEMENT

Extraordinary leadership and teamwork can change the world.

Twitter @timarnold1
Web www.leadersforleaders.ca

Blog Timarnold1.wordpress.com



Mastering unsolvable problems by 
achieving healthy tension between 
conflicting values.  

Polarity Management



Some Classic Organizational Polarities 

Individual vs. Team

Control vs. Empowerment

Planning vs. Action

Reduce Cost vs. Improving Quality

Candor (Truth) vs. Diplomacy (Tact)

Stability vs. Change



“I believe that the central leadership 

attribute is the ability to manage polarity.  

Polarities are in the nature of things.  

How we act, how we respond to those 

polarities – that is where we separate 

greatness from mediocrity.”

Peter Koestenbaum – Ph. D, Leadership Philosopher



Guarantees of a Polarity

 Unsolvable

 Unavoidable 

 Indestructible

 Unstoppable



Too much 
Carbon Dioxide

Too little 
Oxygen

Clean out 
Carbon Dioxide

Get 
Oxygen

Inhale Exhaleand



“The test of a first-rate intelligence is the 

ability to hold two opposed ideas in the 

mind at the same time, and still retain 

the ability to function.” 

F. Scott Fitzgerald



“Companies which are built to last do not 

accept the The Tyranny of the OR but 

instead embrace The Genius of the AND.” 

Collins & Porras– Good to Great



HOW TO MANAGE POLARITIES WELL OVER TIME

1. Identify your “CRUX” polarities
• Seeing is relieving!
• Focus on “healthy breathing”

2. Break your bias
• Find your opposite
• Move from TOLERATING to EMBRACING

3. Learn the language of Polarity Management
• There is wisdom in resistance
• Ground the conversation in the Higher Purpose
• The Golden Rule - No BUTS, only ANDS

4. Make “polarity informed” decisions
• Move from PART-TRUTH to the WHOLE-TRUTH



13 Leadership Polarities
Polarity Management Associates

 Task AND Relationship
 Candor AND Diplomacy
 Responsibility AND Freedom
 Guidance AND Tolerance
 Confidence AND Humility
 Critical Analysis AND Encouragement
 Control AND Empowerment
 Grounded AND Visionary
 Structure AND Flexibility
 Logic AND Creativity
 Individual AND Work Group
 Planning AND Implementation
 Decisiveness AND Mindfulness

Level 5 Leadership Polarities
From Good to Great by Jim Collins

 Self AND Organization 
 Willfulness AND Humility
 Right People on Bus AND Wrong People off Bus
 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

11 Organizational Polarities
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

POLARITIES – PARADOX – DILEMMA



COMMUNICATING POLARITIES

1. Hold on to your point of view

2. Try to understand the opposite point of view 
(EMBRACE)

3. Discuss how both perspectives NEED to work 
together towards the “higher purpose” of an effective 
organization

4. The Golden Rule - No BUTS, only ANDS



“The issues that cross my desk are hard 

and complicated, and oftentimes involve 

the clash not of right and wrong, but of 

two rights. And you’re having to balance 

and reconcile against competing values 

that are equally legitimate.”

President Barack Obama – Rolling Stone, October 14, 2010

Make “Polarity Informed” Decisions



NOW WHAT?

Key Insight?

Based on this key insight I will now:

Start:

Stop:

Sustain:
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