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In an era of growing polarization and complexity, Polarity Thinking is an imperative
Jor 21st-century leadership.

Executive Summary

In today’s polarized world, local and global leaders in business and in government often face
tensions between seemingly opposing values, such as entrepreneurial risk-taking vs. playing it
safe, driving for change vs. anchoring in traditional best practices, and national interests vs.
global interests. Traditional problem-solving approaches treat such tensions as Either-Or
choices. Our formal educational training and cultural conditioning teach us to pick one (right)
over the other (wrong). However, this Either-Or mindset often leads to unintended
consequences, organizational dysfunction and painful ongoing polarization.

Polarity Thinking™ offers a powerful alternative, and is necessary for healing our polarized
world. It recognizes that many apparent opposites are in fact interdependent values that need
each other over time to achieve sustainable high performance. Examples include Encouraging
Both Accountability And Risk-taking, Embracing Change And Stability, meeting Local And
Global needs, and tending to Humanity And Nature.

Whether applied to individual leadership, team dynamics, organizational culture or public
policy, Polarity Thinking empowers leaders to move beyond Either-Or conflicts, make more
informed decisions, and achieve superior outcomes. To harness this potential, leaders must
understand the nature of polarities, identify them when they arise, map them to determine
action steps and early warning signs, and integrate them to create superior and more
sustainable solutions. This article guides you through that process.

Ultimately, by supplementing Either-Or, linear problem-solving with Both-And Polarity
Thinking, leaders can evolve themselves and their organizations to thrive in an increasingly
polarized and complex world. Polarity Thinking is an essential keystone discipline for effective
21st century leadership.
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Introduction

In today’s fast-changing business and political landscape, leaders face a multitude of seemingly
competing demands and priorities such as short-term profitability vs. long-term sustainability;
local responsiveness vs. global efficiency; leadership direction vs. team empowerment; and
individual accountability vs. collective responsibility. The list goes on.

Amid such tensions, it’s tempting to view leadership as a series of trade-offs. Conventional
wisdom says that to achieve one goal, you must sacrifice its “opposite.” But this Either-Or view,
in many situations, is fundamentally flawed. Achieving sustainable high performance requires
not compromising between opposing values, but actively leveraging their complementary
strengths.

Enter Polarity Thinking—a paradigm shift in how leaders understand and navigate tensions.
Developed over the past 40 years by thought leaders like Barry Johnson, Wendy Smith and
Marianne Lewis, Polarity Thinking asserts that many tensions leaders face are not problems to
solve, but polarities to leverage. Distinct from Either-Or choices, polarities are interdependent
values that need each other over time to enable peak performance. Polarity Thinking is also
called Both-And Thinking. It can heal the painful polarization and dysfunction that results from
using Either-Or in situations that require Both-And.

Polarities are all around us. We live in them, and they live in us. All polarities have two, equally
important points of view that are both needed for an optimal response that benefits the whole.
Consider Honesty And Caring. Many of us routinely say, “Let me be brutally honest!” Embedded
in that expression is the assumption that one can either be honest or caring, and actually they
need each other. Honesty without caring can really hurt; on the other hand, caring without
being honest results in inauthentic relationships.

Polarity Thinking has important implications for leadership, organizational effectiveness, and
even the future of humanity in our increasingly complex and fragile world. Polarity Thinking can
be put into practice through tools like Polarity Mapping™, which helps visualize the upsides and
downsides of privileging one pole over the other, and identifies action steps and early warning
signs that enable us to get the best of both poles over time.

The key insight is that polarities—unlike linear problems—have two right answers that need
each other over time. Take the classic organizational dilemma or polarity of centralization vs.
decentralization. Neither pole is “better” than the other; they each offer great benefits. However,
if one is chosen “over” the other, the outcomes are usually negative. For example, centralization
enables efficiency and economies of scale but can also breed bureaucracy and stifle local
initiative, since autonomy is inhibited. Similarly, decentralization spurs innovation and
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customer-centricity, but risks misalignment and duplication of effort when it is not coupled with
an integrative approach. Corporations tend to swing from one pole to the other and back again
when they inevitably encounter the downsides of each pole, and fail to recognize their
interdependence.

Politically, we face a similar polarity of globalism vs nationalism. Globalism fosters collaboration
between countries, support for our common humanity and caring for the planet we all share.
Nationalism supports autonomy, national initiative and pride in a country’s unique history and
culture. Globalism without nationalism results in a loss of the benefits of nationalism just
described. Nationalism without globalism results in a loss of the benefits of globalism, and
greatly increases the risks of trade wars as well as military conflict. We need both.

The question leaders must ask is not, “Which pole is right?” but rather, “How do we
include both and get the best of both, while avoiding the predictable pitfalls of picking one
over the other?”

Just as Inhaling And Exhaling work together to enable healthy breathing, Centralization And
Decentralization or Nationalism And Globalism, when actively managed as polarities, can drive
optimal functioning.

In this article, we’ll demonstrate the power of And Thinking to augment Or Thinking, identify
common polarities that crop up in leadership and organizations, provide a process for mapping
and integrating polarities, illustrate the dangers of mismanaging polarities through cautionary
tales and case studies, and make the case that Polarity Thinking is essential for creating a
flourishing future for humanity.

Polarity Thinking Can Heal Polarization

Polarization in the world today has reached unprecedented levels, deeply affecting political
landscapes across many nations. Political discourse has become extremely divisive, leading to a
breakdown in constructive dialogue and compromise, creating an environment where common
ground is increasingly elusive.

In society, polarization manifests as deepening divides between social groups. Issues like race,
gender, immigration, and economic inequality have become flashpoints for conflict, with
communities often fractured along these lines. Social media amplifies this divide by creating
echo chambers that reinforce existing beliefs, intensify mistrust, and fuel hostility toward
opposing viewpoints. This erodes the social fabric, making it increasingly difficult to build
consensus on critical societal issues.
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In the business world, polarization has led to increased pressure on companies to take sides on
contentious issues. Consumers, employees, and investors are increasingly expecting businesses
to align with their values (in opposition to others’ values), whether on environmental
sustainability, social justice, or political stances. This has forced companies to navigate a
complex landscape where taking a stand can alienate large segments of their stakeholder base
while remaining neutral is often seen as an implicit endorsement of the status quo.

These “polarities” represent ongoing, chronic tensions that are both unavoidable and
unsolvable. Attempting to choose one pole of a polarity over the other represents a false choice
that inevitably backfires. Polarity Thinking recognizes that values and goals often show up in
interdependent pairs, and that we need to embrace both poles over time to achieve social
harmony and sustainable high performance. With Polarity Thinking, both parties walk away
from a conflict feeling that their needs have been met; both individuals walk away from a
contentious conversation feeling they can affirm the other’s position or value; both departments
implicitly competing for resources or advantage can see the contribution of the other to their
own success and the success of the organization.

Polarity Thinking is not about making compromises or tradeoffs or perpetual fence-sitting. With
Polarity Thinking, a leader learns to convert the wisdom of those resisting change into a
resource by acknowledging the value they hold. The goal is not a static balance but a virtuous
cycle of leveraging tensions for continuous improvement.

Polarity Thinking enables leaders to:

« See the bigger picture by recognizing the interdependence of opposing values.
« Transform resistance into a resource by honoring the truth on both sides.
« Unleash creativity by seeking synergies and win-win solutions.

« Build learning organizations by institutionalizing Both-And disciplines.

Polarities Are Different Than Problems

Problems are solvable by making a choice among alternatives. They are not ongoing. You can
decide and move on because there is an endpoint. Examples include a make-or-buy strategy,
selecting which candidate to hire, or picking a school for your kids.

Polarities are different. You cannot “solve” polarities by making a choice between two
interdependent values or goals. You cannot choose between inhaling or exhaling; both are
needed for survival. They are not mutually exclusive alternatives—each is incomplete and
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unsustainable without the other. There is no end point; as long as the system is functioning, the
holding of both values must continue for a dynamic harmony.

The Perils of Either-Or Thinking Alone

To appreciate the power of Polarity Thinking, it is helpful to first understand the limits of
Either-Or Thinking alone. Such thinking views the world in terms of binary choices, assuming
that for every problem or decision, there is one right answer.

This mindset has deep roots in Western philosophy and the scientific method, which prizes
analysis, categorization, and the pursuit of universal truths. It is well-suited to technical
problems that can be broken down into component parts and solved through deductive logic.
But it falls short in the realm of adaptive challenges—the complex, ambiguous, ever-shifting
tensions that increasingly define leadership and organizational life today. Leaders who rely on
choosing one side over another in the face of challenging tradeoffs and tensions inevitably find
themselves—and their organizations—unable to move forward.

When leaders apply Either-Or Thinking to polarities, dysfunction follows:

« They miss opportunities for synergy by pitting values against each other.

» They create a “bipolar” dynamic in which the organization or nation swings back and
forth between two poles when each “solution” inevitably fails.

« They create unintended consequences by privileging one pole and neglecting the other.
» They waste energy in unproductive debates and political turf wars.
+ They inhibit learning by clinging to partial truths and silver bullets.

The health care sector offers a prime example. For years, health care organizations have
grappled with the polarity of Clinical Quality And Financial Stewardship. Under pressure to
contain costs, many have slashed services, cut staff and rationed care. While such measures may
boost short-term margins, they risk patient outcomes, provider morale, and public trust. They
fail to recognize that underinvesting in quality can ultimately drive costs up—through increased
medical errors, malpractice suits, and avoidable hospitalizations.

Forward-thinking health care leaders, by contrast, recognize Clinical Quality And Financial
Stewardship as a polarity to leverage. Instead of pitting them against each other, they treat them
as mutually reinforcing goals—pursuing Both-And strategies to simultaneously improve
outcomes and efficiency. Approaches include investing in care coordination and population
health management to prevent costly complications, and engaging clinicians in creating value
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improvement initiatives that reduce waste while preserving quality. By leveraging the upside of
both poles, these leaders achieve the “holy grail” of health care: better care at lower cost.

The Power of Both-And Thinking

Polarity Thinking is also called Both-And Thinking. It is the art of transcending false
dichotomies to unleash the power of leveraging paradox. It starts with the premise that
seemingly opposing values are often two sides of the same coin. They may seem like oil and
water, but in fact, they are Yin And Yang—complementary forces that together form a dynamic
whole.

The key is to view tensions not as linear problems to solve but as polarities to leverage. This
reframe opens new possibilities for moving beyond conflict to co-creation. Instead of asking,
“Which side are you on?”, leaders ask, “What wisdom does each side hold, and how might we
leverage both for the greater good?”

Seeing the polarities within complex issues gives divergent groups and teams who work across
boundaries a way to come up with collaborative action steps to heal conflicts. Ultimately,
harnessing polarities creates new possibilities in which all parties are better off than if “their”
pole had carried the day over the “other” pole.

A manufacturing company, for example, might map the polarity of People And Automation on a
polarity map—with the upside of people being adaptability and innovation, and the downside of
neglecting automation being inconsistency and inefficiency. The upside of automation is
precision and predictability, with the downside of neglecting people being rigidity and
displacement.

Instead of swinging between the poles based on short-term pressures, leaders could pursue
Both-And strategies to optimize performance over time. These could include:

« Involving frontline workers in designing and implementing automation solutions.

« Investing in workforce training and redeployment to higher-skill roles.

« Using automation to free up human capacity for customer-facing innovation.

« Setting metrics and guardrails to monitor and adjust the people-automation mix.

« Communicating a shared vision of using technology to augment rather than replace
people.

Over time, a Both-And approach builds healthy, resilient teams that can execute in the short run
while innovating for the long term. It honors the wisdom of different leadership styles while
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transcending their downsides. It also models the emotional intelligence and versatility needed to
lead in an increasingly complex world.

When we move from just Either-Or Thinking to include Both-And Thinking, we move
from a world of separation and fragmentation to one of inclusion and integration. This
small, seemingly innocuous shift in our language—supplementing Or with And—reveals a
profound truth and offers new hope for leaders, teams and the organizations they lead.

The Catastrophic Consequences of Polarity
Blindness

Many epic business failures can be traced to the inability to leverage key polarities:

« Boeing’s 737 Max crisis stemmed from prioritizing speed and cost-cutting over safety
and quality in the race to beat Airbus to market with a new model. The result: two
crashes, 346 deaths, and over $32 billion in lost market value.

+  Wells Fargo’s unauthorized accounts scandal arose from overemphasis on short-
term sales metrics to the neglect of ethics and customer trust. The bank paid billions in
fines and its reputation was severely damaged.

+ Purdue Pharma aggressively promoted its opioid painkillers while downplaying risks
of addiction, prioritizing profits over public health. This fueled a horrific opioid epidemic
and eventually led to the company’s bankruptcy.

In each case, prioritizing one side of a polarity while ignoring the other proved disastrous. If
leaders had the capacity to recognize the inherent interdependence of both, they could have
made wiser decisions.

Polarities also shape an organization’s culture for good or ill. A culture of unchecked risk-taking
with little management oversight spawned Enron’s epic meltdown. On the flip side, a culture
overly focused on control and compliance can stifle needed innovation and agility, as was the
case at Microsoft before Satya Nadella took the helm and unleashed a growth mindset coupled
with a culture of empathy.
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Polarity Thinking Makes Smarter, More Mature

Leaders

Consider this leadership dilemma: Susan is an assertive leader who sets clear direction and isn’t

afraid to hold people accountable. Her colleague Tom is a more receptive leader, focused on

gaining input and building engagement. If they view their differing approaches as a problem,
each will likely see their own style as the “right” one and dismiss the other’s as misguided. Susan
may see Tom as weak and indecisive, while Tom sees Susan as bull-headed and insensitive.

Here’s the predictable dynamic:

5

lam
assertive,
clear,
goal-oriented

S ICD)
Tom s Qj

passive and
ineffectual

Susan’s Point of View

Tom'’s Point of View

Sh

|am
open,
observant

(e @ (=)
@ Susan is

aggressive and
impatient

Susan’s Point of View and Tom’s Point of View

Notice how each leader sees their own value in terms of its wisdom, and the other’s value only in
terms of what’s problematic about it, failing to see its gift. Notice the polarization. Both points of
view are half-truths. Stubbornly clinging to them precludes developing a more complementary,
mutually appreciative partnership and approach to leadership.

Assertiveness And Receptiveness constitute a single polarity, not two viable alternatives where
one is seen as better than the other. By applying And Thinking, both Tom and Susan can value
what the other brings and see their two approaches as complementary. Susan’s assertiveness
supplies needed direction and accountability, while Tom’s receptiveness enables commitment
and collaboration. Each style leads to a downside unless augmented by the other. The real power
comes in valuing both and leveraging them as a polarity.
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Masterful, Integrative Leadership

When Tom and Susan can see both Assertiveness And Receptiveness as necessary and valuable,
they can each leverage this polarity and enact a more integrative leadership. The other’s
preference ceases to be a problem to be countered; rather, it becomes a value to be embraced, a
resource to be leveraged, a perspective to be learned. Now each of them can enact a more
effective and masterful leadership.

Research over decades reveals that Polarity Thinking is a key marker of leadership
maturity and adult development. Teaching leaders to leverage polarities can accelerate
their development to more advanced stages of maturity, which unlocks many additional
leadership capacities.!

The 6th Discipline: Polarity Mastery

The ultimate goal is Polarity Mastery—the ability to recognize, map, leverage, and integrate
polarities with ease and agility. It requires the willingness to work with conflict, ambiguity and
paradox rather than grasping for certainty.

We refer to Polarity Mastery as the Sixth Discipline because it builds on and complements the
framework introduced in Peter Senge’s The Fifth Discipline, which defines the five core
disciplines of a learning organization: Personal Mastery, Mental Models, Shared Vision, Team
Learning, and Systems Thinking. While Systems Thinking—the Fifth Discipline—is pivotal for
understanding the interconnectedness of organizational dynamics, Polarity Mastery takes it
further by equipping leaders to navigate and leverage the inherent tensions between
interdependent pairs.
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Polarity Mapping

How can we dynamically steer our actions, teams and organizations to harness the power of
polarities? Polarity Mapping is a visual tool that helps individuals and teams identify,
understand, and leverage polarities over time. It enables us to capture the upsides of each pole,
the downsides of overfocusing on either of them, and ways to take action related to both poles. A
well populated polarity map creates space for the human experiences related to pursuing the
values in question, allowing authentic dialogue with greater depth of mind and heart.

The Polarity Map® is a wisdom organizer.

Here is a five step, S.M.A.L.L process you can follow to leverage polarities and develop Polarity
Mastery (see the map template below):

1. Seeing — distinguishing between problems we can solve and polarities we can leverage.

2. Mapping — provides a way to see a more complete picture of the situation.

« Identify the two poles, such as Centralize And Decentralize. Place them in the two
ellipses along the horizontal axis.

« Identify the Greater Purpose. Agree upon areas of common ground where the two poles
can work together to achieve a shared goal. Enter this in the ellipse at the top of the map.

+ Identify the Deeper Fear. Consider what would result if your organization failed to
leverage the polarities resulting in the worst aspects of each. Put that in the ellipse at the
bottom of the map.

« List the upsides and downsides of each pole. Consider what would be the upside if we did
a good job of focusing on centralizing. List all the benefits. Now identify all the
downsides of an exclusive focus on centralizing while neglecting decentralizing. Next,
identify the upsides of decentralizing as well as the pitfalls of an over-focus on
decentralization without the benefit of centralizing.

3. Assessing — Once a polarity has been mapped, the content can be used to create an
assessment as to how well a polarity is being leveraged. As an organization evolves, the
relative emphasis on each pole may need adjusting. Leaders should periodically assess
polarity maps to keep the dynamic tension between poles in a healthy, productive balance.
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4. Learning — making meaning of the assessment results which informs the next step.

5. Leveraging — Maximizing both upsides and minimizing both downsides of the polarity
map.

« Determine Action Steps to gain the upsides of each pole. Brainstorm with your team to
come up with Action Steps to empower both poles. With both upsides in view, leaders
can make savvy organizational design choices to optimize both poles.

« Identify Early Warnings of an overfocus on each pole. An increase in maverick behavior
may indicate too much decentralization, while increasing complaints about bureaucracy
may signal excess centralization. Agreeing on early warnings allows leaders to sense
when the pendulum has swung too far to one side so they can initiate corrective

measures.
Thriving
Action Steps Organization Action Steps
» Standardizing core | ¢ Efficiency - Responsiveness * Allow greater
processes « #Coordination ? - Autonomy autonomy in some
+ Sustain unit ? areas
alignment Y * Encourage
thoughtful dissent
in decision making
Early Warnings Early Warnings
* Increasing * Rigidity * Increase in
complaints about e maverick behavior
bureaucracy y

Polarity Map?® is a registered
trademark of Barry Johnson &
Polarity Partnerships, LLC.
Commercial use is encouraged
with permission.

Polarity Map®

This SMALL process can be applied to any chronic tensions that show up for leaders and
organizations. While it requires an initial investment of time and effort, it pays tremendous,
ongoing dividends in the form of moving from gridlock to sustainable effectiveness.
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Conscious Capitalism: Polarity Thinking in Action

Conscious Capitalism provides a powerful example of Polarity Thinking in action. At its core,
Conscious Capitalism recognizes that business success and stakeholder flourishing are not
mutually exclusive but are interdependent poles that can and must be integrated.

Historically, the dominant model in business has been one where profits have been singularly
pursued, often at the expense of people, communities, and the environment—even without a
malicious intent to do so. Profits for shareholders was the non-negotiable primary goal. Coming
from an Either-Or view, business generally became a zero-sum game that pitted the interests of
shareholders against other stakeholders to serve its raison d’étre of profit maximization.

Conscious Capitalism supplements Either-Or Thinking with Both-And Thinking. Rather than
treating profits or purpose as competing aims, Conscious Capitalism sees Higher Purpose And
Stakeholder Integration as key to achieving sustained profitability. It holds that businesses can
and should simultaneously create value for all their stakeholders, including: Shareholders And
Employees, Customers, Suppliers, Communities and the Environment.

We can mabp this polarity as follows:

ﬁhm

‘Sustainable Business

Success & Positive
Societal Impact

Action Steps Action Steps

* Set clear profit targets
and incentives

* Make disciplined
investment decisions

« Streamline operations
and supply chain

Early Warnings
* Declining employee
morale and retention

* Negative press and
consumer backlash

* Regulatory scrutiny
and legal risks

* Drives efficiency and
financial discipline

* Rewards investors and
enables access to capital

« Enables scalability
and growth

* Exploitation of people
and natural resources

* Erosion of trust and
brand equity

* Short-termism and
systemic risks

« Inspires employees
and customers

« Enhances brand loyalty
and reputation

« Creates net positive
societal impact

« Diffused focus and
suboptimal decisions

« Freeloading and defection
by stakeholders

« Lack of profitability
and growth

Conscious Capitalism Polarity Map

* Clarify and align around
Higher Purpose

« Engage and empower
all stakeholders

» Measure and optimize
total impact

Early Warnings

« Deteriorating competitive
position

« Key stakeholders
feel neglected

« Accusations of
greenwashing

Practicing Conscious Capitalism requires constant attunement to all stakeholder needs and

dynamic decision-making that optimizes total value creation over time. It requires developing
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key metrics and governance structures to embed stakeholder orientation. Most of all, it requires
a fundamental shift from Either-Or Thinking alone to supplementing Either-Or Thinking with
Both-And Thinking.

When Purpose And Profits are successfully integrated as polarities, the results speak for
themselves. Research has shown that conscious businesses outperform their peers
financially over the long-term while also driving positive societal impact.3

Case Study: Autonomy & Integration in a
Multinational Organization

One of Barry Johnson’s clients is a multinational corporation with operations in 46 countries.
The client deeply valued “autonomy of business units.” While this pole was an explicitly
articulated value, its interdependent value “cooperation and integration across business units”
was missing from the company’s list of values.4

Addressing the members of the C-Suite, Barry said, “From a polarity perspective, your
organization is likely to experience the following: silos and isolation of some of the business
units; excess competition between units; inequality within the units and resentment toward
those that appear to have preferred status; and costly redundancies. At some point, these issues
are going to be identified as problems. When you do, you’re going to bring your business unit
heads together with your executive team, and you’re going to say that we must have more
collaboration, more system-wide integration etc. You're going to agree that this is where you
want to go, but you will not be able to go there.”

After a long silence, the chief operating officer responded. “I want you to know that two years
ago, I ran that meeting with all 46 business unit heads along with the rest of the executive team.
We agreed to a person that that was where we needed to go. We have hardly made any progress.
Even though we had total alignment, we couldn’t comply with our own agreements.”

The company had adopted “autonomous business units” to encourage personal drive, initiative
and innovation. They wished to grant more freedom and recognition for high performing
business units. This was such a central part of their culture that they had no value in their list in
support of “integration of the business units” through centralized coordination. Due to their lack
of attention to integration, the business units isolated into silos with excess competition and
inequality between units, leading to many redundancies as units replicated investments in
support services.
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The natural tendency with Either-Or Thinking leads to an unconscious assumption that a focus
on one pole (e.g. Integrated BUs) will result in a loss of the benefits of the other pole (e.g.
Autonomous BUs). In the case of this company, the predictable result was that even though
everyone agreed at the “head level” that integration was necessary, at a cultural “gut level” the
fear of bureaucracy was keeping them from walking their talk.

Competitive

Advantage

+A Values +C Values

* Entrepreneurial initiative * Integration. of BUs

* Speed and * Collaboration and
responsiveness mutual support

* BU freedom and * Equality and mutuality
innovation « Efficiencies of

+ BU recognition coordination

* Bureaucracy - red tape
» Slow and unresponsive
* Excess conformity and

+ Silos: isolation of BUs
* Excess competition
* Inequality between

the BUs lack of innovation
* Redundancies * Lack of BU recognition
-B Fears -D Fears

Autonomy And Integration Polarity

The company got “unstuck” by recognizing the situation as a polarity, filling out the map
together, and identifying Action Steps for holding on to all the benefits of autonomy for their
business units. Once it was clear that they were not going to lose those gut level cultural values,
it became easier for them to create Action Steps to also get the benefits of integration of their
business units.

The more complex something is, the more helpful it is to see an underlying pattern in the
complexity. A polarity lens helps us appreciate the energy pattern that’s at play in the
system. If we misdiagnose the energy system in which we sit, it will cost us dearly as an
organization.
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Case Study: Leveraging Cultural Values as
Polarities

Polarity Thinking can be a powerful tool for evolving organizational culture. Most organizations
have a set of core values intended to shape the norms, behaviors, and priorities of the culture.
Typically, these values are presented as singular ideals. But values nearly always come in pairs,
as polarities.

By intentionally framing core values as polarities, we can forge healthier, more integrated
cultures. A culture that integrates polarities generates far more collective intelligence and
vitality than one that pits values against each other. The Brazilian cosmetics firm Natura did
exactly this in reexamining its core values through a polarity lens during a comprehensive
cultural overhaul.5

Through an 18-month process of deeply engaging with leaders across the organization, Natura
defined seven core values:

1. Commitment to Truth

2. Doing Things Well

3. Continuous Improvement
4. Caring Relationships

5. Innovation

6. Sustainable Development

7. Pleasure and Happiness

Shortly before they were set to communicate their values across the enterprise, Beena Sharma
was invited to work with the project team to review those values through a polarity lens and to
help embed interdependent values into the framework. The company wanted to create an
inclusive, coherent culture without creating new pains in the system. Beena worked with a group
of HR and senior business leaders to generate a list of polarities related to the values they had
identified.

Consider these two value drivers in their original list: “Commitment to Truth” and “Caring
Relationships.” They were listed as separate, independent values. Because they were not
recognized as an interdependent pair, the likelihood was high that the company would
experience the downsides of one without realizing the benefits of the other. Given the dominant
ethos of this company, Caring Relationships would “win” that battle. Rather than hurt others,
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leaders often refrained from sharing what they really thought. This meant they felt conflicted
about challenging each other or giving constructive feedback. Over time, that led to diminishing
trust and a prevailing sense of inauthenticity, the very outcomes the organization was seeking to
avoid by fostering caring relationships! Now for the first time, it was possible for leaders to
envisage doing both. It raised an empowering, cathartic, developmental question: How can I
Care For Relationships And Speak My Truth?

Beena engaged leaders at all levels throughout the organization to identify the cultural polarities
at play and map them out. The nine polarities identified were:

1. Being Caring And Being Truthful

2. High Performance And Learning From Mistakes

3. Doing And Planning

4. Idealistic And Pragmatic

5. Individual Excellence And Team Excellence

6. Creativity, Flexibility And Discipline, Keeping Commitments
7. Abundant Resources And Optimizing Resources

8. Striving And Celebrating

9. Centralizing And Autonomy

Over 600 leaders participated in workshops to flesh out the upsides of each pole and explore the
downsides of privileging one pole to the neglect of the other. They generated concrete practices
and policies for dynamically leveraging both poles. The result was a set of more holistic,
actionable, sustainable values to guide the culture, demonstrating that Polarity Mapping is a
potent tool for shaping cultures.

This process addressed real pain that had been hidden in the culture. A whole community of
employees now felt that they were being seen and valued explicitly. For example, being
innovative and market driven as a company, the production side of the organization that held
the pragmatic, process driven side of the house had long felt undervalued. They did not feel seen
by the organization to be as valuable as the design and market functions. With the commitment
to the polarity of Creativity And Discipline they felt their contribution was honored. Seeing is
relieving: the more we can see and the more we can include, the more energy we generate for
further evolution.
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Polarity Thinking Counters Civilizational Risk

The world today is beset by overlapping and interconnected crises, often referred to as the
metacrisis or polycrisis. At the root of this complex web of challenges lies a pervasive lack of
Polarity Thinking. Our predisposition for Either-Or Thinking, and our inability to recognize and
effectively manage interdependent pairs has become a core driver of the civilizational risks we
face. By failing to see and leverage polarities, we exacerbate tensions and miss opportunities to
create balanced, sustainable solutions to global issues. When we focus solely on the part rather
than the whole—prioritizing self-interest over collective interest or national interest over
planetary interest—our solutions serve only the part while harming the entire system. When we
view humanity as a part and the planet as the whole, it becomes evident that we have
disproportionately prioritized human needs. Our relentless push for more housing,
construction, energy, and resources has led us to become increasingly extractive. Extracting, or
resourcing from nature, itself is not inherently harmful, but when it is not balanced with
renewal—when we neglect to replenish resources, care for nature, and maintain ecological
balance—we deplete the very foundation of our existence. This unsustainable approach has
brought us to the brink of irreversible damage to the very ecosystem that gives us life.

The crises we face stem from a short-term, Either-Or mindset: prioritizing immediate needs
(e.g. low cost energy) without considering long-term consequences (e.g. destruction of
biodiversity and ecological collapse). What we urgently need is Polarity Mastery to integrate
Human Development And Ecological Stewardship wisely. Only by integrating these perspectives
can we achieve the resilience necessary for both Humanity And The Planet to thrive.

Conclusion

In today’s fast-paced, interconnected, and increasingly complex world, leaders face
unprecedented challenges and opportunities. Traditional Either-Or problem-solving approaches
by themselves are not sufficient to navigate the tensions and paradoxes that define our times.
Polarity Thinking provides a transformative Both-And mindset and skillset, enabling leaders to
leverage interdependent values and achieve higher and more sustainable performance.

Key takeaways:

1. Many of the tensions leaders face are not problems to solve but polarities to leverage.
Choosing one pole over the other often leads to suboptimal outcomes.
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2. Mastering Polarity Thinking is essential for individual effectiveness, team performance,
organizational resilience and for healing our polarization both nationally and
internationally.

3. The skill of Polarity Thinking can be developed by recognizing polarities within the
system, mapping their dynamics, and taking intentional steps to leverage them over time.

4. In an increasingly polarized world, Polarity Thinking offers an antidote to “us-vs-them”
dynamics, transforming resistance into a resource and conflict into complementarity.

5. Polarity thinking measurably accelerates leadership maturity, equipping leaders to handle
greater complexity, ambiguity, and change.

The shift from Either-Or problem-solving alone to the combination of Either-Or problem-
solving And Both-And polarity leveraging is not a one-time exercise but an ongoing journey that
requires understanding, practice and persistence. The rewards are profound: greater leadership
effectiveness, team synergy, organizational adaptability, and societal impact.

In an era of growing polarization and complexity, Polarity Thinking is an imperative for
21st-century leadership. It invites us to embrace the genius of And, transcending false
dichotomies, unleashing the power of paradox, and creating sustainable value for all
stakeholders.

As we learn to see and value the “other”—whether a perspective, a person, or a principle—we
cultivate greater understanding, care, and compassion.

When Polarity Thinking becomes a fundamental part of the education of political leaders and
CEOs, the world will be more efficient, productive, profitable, and compassionate. The time to
act is now, and the choice is ours.
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