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I am in Brazil being warmly welcomed by a representative of Natura outside the
front entrance to their main building. They know that I have written about polarities
so they smile as they translate the Portuguese words carved deep and large into the
wall: “Being Well And1 Well Being.” They explain that “Being Well” means that
we must take care of Natura as a company. It must be financially sound and
healthy. “Well Being” means that it is equally important to take care of those who
work at Natura, the community, and the environment. (from Chapter 6)
This Book is the First of a Two-Volume Set.
Volume One – Foundations
Volume One is a resource for people who want to make a positive difference.
How? By overcoming two obstacles: resistance to change and polarization. From
a problem-solving perspective, either of these challenges could be overwhelming.
From a Polarity Thinking™ perspective, both can be addressed by replacing Or with
And when And is required.
For example, the question, “Am I going to hold on to my values Or accept the
change proposed?” is likely to create resistance to the change. That resistance
could be significantly reduced by replacing Or with And. “How am I going to hold
on to my values And gain the benefits of the change proposed?” We can save the
baby And throw out the bathwater. (Section Three)
The question, “Am I going to support the group that wants to decentralize Or the
group that wants to centralize?” is likely to create polarization. That polarization
could be significantly reduced by replacing Or with And. “How do we get the
benefits of decentralization And the benefits of centralization?” Effective
decentralization requires effective centralization. (Chapter 5)
“Am I going to support ‘Black Lives Matter’ Or ‘All Lives Matter?’” This false
choice is less polarizing if Or is replaced with And: “Black Lives Matter” And “All
1

When the word “and” is used to connect two poles of a polarity, it will be capitalized and in italics: And. When
the word “or” is used, incorrectly, to connect two poles of a polarity, it will also be capitalized and italic: Or.
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Lives Matter.” It is precisely because all lives matter that disproportionate attacks
on and incarceration of black people matters. (Chapter 7)
Regardless of the size of the system that you want to change, this book guides you
through a clear process:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Seeing: Is this an issue where And is required?
Mapping: How can I see a more complete picture and respect alternative views?
Assessing: How are we doing with this polarity?
Learning: What can we learn from our assessment results?
Leveraging: What action steps will we take to make a positive difference?

Reading this book will help you address resistance to your efforts to make a
difference. Also, it will help you address chronic conflicts that become vicious
cycles as both sides become more polarized.
You will learn when and how to bring And into your efforts to make a positive
difference. When done well, supplementing Or-thinking with And-thinking will
help you convert the wisdom of those resisting change into a resource to support a
more effective change. And-thinking will help you join polarized groups and
convert a vicious cycle into a benefit for all. The results will benefit both groups
and the larger system of which they are a part.
Volume Two – Applications
Volume One is from my perspective with a lot of input and help from others. What
is missing are important other voices. When considering groups with power and
privilege which have dominance in the United States and those groups that have been
marginalized by the dominant group, I am a member of the dominant group in every
category. I am white, cis male 2, financially secure, college educated, raised in a hetero-normative all-white family, from a Christian tradition, without physical or mental disabilities. Having the power and privilege that comes by being in these groups
does not make me a good person or a bad person. But membership in the dominant
group does come with responsibility to learn from those who are marginalized. It
also includes sharing power with them and interrupting the practices and policies of
the dominant group that contribute to their marginalization. This marginalization is
oppressive and dehumanizing for both the dominant and the marginalized groups.
Some marginalized groups include Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC), women, LGBTQI+ 3 people, the poor, those from religious traditions other
than Christian, and those with physical or mental disabilities.
Volume Two includes the voices of people from marginalized groups. Each author
provides an example of how they have applied Polarity Thinking to make a difference in their life and work. The authors come from a variety of disciplines. They
have worked inside organizations as founders and leaders. They have also worked

2
3

2

Cis men are men assigned “male” at birth and feel that "man" and "male" accurately describe who they are.
LGBTQI+ = Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, Queer/Questioning, Intersex, plus other identities.
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as external resources to organizations as coaches, trainers, organizers for justice and
equity, consultants, and teachers. At least one author in each chapter has completed
a Two-Year Polarity Mastery Program.
Their stories can be used and adapted to your unique situation. The variety of
examples will expand your possibilities and help you avoid common pitfalls as you
apply Polarity Thinking. These diverse examples demonstrate how you can succeed
in making a difference by combining your life experience with Polarity Thinking
and the Polarity Map®.
Start with the Chapter That Interests You Most.
Though Volume One is written in a logical sequence, I encourage you to find the
chapter that seems most relevant to you and read it first. Which chapter connects
to where you want to make a difference?
All Are Loved And Accountable – All Are Connected And Each is Unique.
This book begins and ends with two double-messages (polarities) that come to us
from most religious traditions.
1. All of us are loved unconditionally, without exception, And we are all accountable for our actions and inactions, without exception. In our effort to make a
difference, we need to hold ourselves and others accountable. At the same
time, the context for our accountability is that we are loved unconditionally
(Section Four). When our message of accountability is combined with an often
unstated message of unlovability, we generate a natural resistance from the
self, family member, organization, or the country receiving the message of unlovability.
2. We are all connected in a unified whole And we are each unique. Neither our
unity nor our uniqueness can be lost (Section Two). We can make a difference
by affirming the reality of our connectedness And our uniqueness. We need
not struggle to make us connected Or to make us unique. We are already both.
Not recognizing these two polarities (1 & 2 above) undermines our efforts to make
the positive differences we seek to make with our families, organizations, and
countries. Not recognizing these and other polarities in this book has contributed
to organizational dysfunction, gross inequity and the marginalization mentioned
above. Recognizing and intentionally leveraging these polarities and others can
make a difference in how well our organizations are run, how financially sound
they are, and how effective they are at enhancing our quality of life on the planet
for all of us. My hope is that And: Volume One and And: Volume Two will support
you in making your difference in the world.
Barry Johnson (he, him) 4

4

In this book, I recognize diversity of identity and use she, her / they, them / he, him. For people I know well,
and those identified in the public arena, like Dr. MLK, Jr., I use the pronouns they use for themselves.
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I am on a phone call with three people from a multi-national company located in
46 countries. Those on the call are the Chief Operating Officer, the Chief Learning
Officer, and the head of a design team preparing for a four-day leadership
development program for their top 200 people. They want to spend one of the four
days applying Polarity Thinking. The call is intended to help me understand the
company and the design of the four days. I want them to experience Polarity
Thinking as useful: that it will make a difference.
Leading Through Values
One of the first things they let me know is their program theme: “Leading Through
Values.” My response is that this is a terrific theme for learning Polarity Thinking
because values come in pairs. They show up in the two upsides or the two poles of
a Polarity Map®.R47 The COO asks, “You’re saying that values come in pairs?”
I respond, “Yes sir.17 I think so. When I work with an organization in developing
their values, I encourage them to put them as pairs. If they already have a list of
values, I look through their list with them to see if one value on the list might have
its value partner somewhere else on the list. If so, I encourage them to put them
together as an interdependent pair. If one or more of the values does not have its
pair on their list, I encourage them to identify its value pair and add it to their list.
As a simplistic example, if they had “Activity” as a value, I would look for
something like ‘Rest’ as another value somewhere on the list. If Rest is not on their
value list, I would suggest that they add it – not because I have anything against
Activity. I just know that Activity without Rest is not sustainable. It will lead to
burn out and injury.”
The COO anxiously responds, “Wait a minute. If you are going to be messing with
our values in front of our top 200 people, I want to know what you would do with
them.” They immediately send the organization’s list of values. One value on their
list is “Autonomous Business Units.” It makes sense that they would value
Autonomy for their Business Units, especially when they are in 46 countries. What
17

This conversation took place before I was aware of the use and value of inclusive pronouns.
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I immediately look for is an interdependent value within their list that would
provide the necessary balance to “Autonomous Business Units.”
If you were in my place on the phone, what would you be looking for as a pole
partner on their list? Without reading ahead, write down, below, a couple of words
or phrases that would provide some balance and help keep the company from
getting into trouble from an over-focus on Autonomous Business Units alone.
___________________ ,

___________________ ,

___________________

You probably came up with something like centralized or coordinated or
integrated. There is not one right word or set of words we would be looking for.
There is a general category of words that would work as a dynamic balance to
Autonomy for the Business Units.
The reason you were able to come up with possible names for the other pole is that
you have been living within this polarity as long as you have been working within
any organization. Organizations will decentralize to give their “Parts” the freedom
to do what they are uniquely qualified to do and to take initiative to quickly respond
to situations they encounter. Over time, the “swing of the pendulum” will occur
and the organization will self-correct by centralizing in order to take care of all the
“Parts” And have them work as a coordinated or integrated “Whole.”
In other words, you have been through some form of this infinity loop many times
in your life. Your experience with this polarity, combined with your own intuition,
will help you “take my place” on the phone.
The Generic Part And Whole Polarity Map
Your ability to help this organization will increase significantly when you combine
your experience and intuition with a Polarity Map and our increasing list of polarity
realities. Each section of this book has a generic Polarity Map which is a starting
point for building a more specific map that will be a custom fit for a person or
organization. The generic Part And Whole Polarity Map is the basis for all the
chapters in this section.
Building a Polarity Map is always a values and language clarification process.R48
The content of the map needs to make sense for the person or group using it or the
map will not be useful to them. If any of the maps in this book do not make sense
to you because you would use different words, just change the map so it works for
you or your group. The map content just needs to follow certain guidelines:
1. Both poles need to be either neutral or positive.R49 If one pole is seen as negative and the other as positive, the map will tend to favor the pole that is seen
as positive. This is likely to lead to an over-focus on the pole with a positive
value. For example, with the polarity of Activity And Rest, it would be a setup
to have the pole names be: Burned Out And Rejuvenated. When the pole names
are both neutral or positive, it is easier to identify the upside and downside of
each pole.
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2. The content of each upper quadrant needs to be the “positive results” from
focusing on that pole. They will be “positive” based on the key stakeholders’
definition of “positive.”
3. The content of each lower quadrant needs to be “negative results” from an
over-focus on that pole to the neglect of its pole partner.
4. There will be a Greater Purpose Statement at the top of the map that answers
the question, “Why bother to leverage this polarity?” The answer becomes an
integrative focus when agreed to by all stakeholders.
5. There will be a Deeper Fear at the bottom of the map which represents the
opposite or loss of the Greater Purpose.
Hopefully, the content of the Figure 1 map will work for you in terms of your
language and values. If not, change as necessary. Just follow the above guidelines.
Let’s look at the content in this map and I will identify a few more Polarity Realities. Then we can return to the conversation with the 3 people from the Fortune
100 company.
We All
(+A) Whether the Part is an individual
Thrive
+C Values
+A Values
And the Whole is the Team, or the
•
Freedom
•
Equality
Part is a Business Unit And the Whole
• Uniqueness
• Connectedness
is a Company, or the Part is a Country
• Initiative of Parts
• Synergy of Parts
And the Whole is the United Nations,
the Part will value its Freedom, its
Uniqueness and its ability to take
Initiative without having to check
Part
Whole
And
with the Whole.
(+C) At the same time, those concerned about the Whole will value
some basic Equality among the Parts,
the Connectedness between the Parts
and a Synergy between the Parts resulting in the Whole becoming more
than the sum of the Parts (2+2=5).

• Inequality
• Isolation
• Lack
coordination
- B Fears

• Loss of freedom
• Sameness
• Excess
conformity
We Don’t
Survive

- D Fears

(– B) In any human system, when we
over-focus on Freedom, Uniqueness and Initiative by its Parts (+A) to the neglect
of Equality, Connectedness, and Synergy between the Parts (+C), it leads to Inequality, Isolation of some Parts from others, and a Lack of coordination between
the Parts.
(– D) Also, if we over-focus on Equality, Connectedness, and Synergy between the
Parts (+C) to the neglect of Freedom, Uniqueness, and Initiative for the Parts (+A), it
leads to Loss of Freedom, bland Sameness, and Excess Conformity (Group Think).
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You will notice that each of the two upper quadrants have the word “Value” in
them, and the two lower quadrants have “Fear” in them. This reminds us that the
words in the two upper quadrants represent something that is valued about each
pole. Thus, the two upsides of a polarity represent a values pair. The downside of
the opposite pole represents the loss of that value which is a legitimate fear by
those holding on to the diagonal upside value. Those who value Freedom (+A) will
fear the loss of Freedom (– D). The stronger the value, the stronger the fear and the
reverse.R50
A powerful value/fear diagonal when combined with Or-thinking gets us “hooked”
by a false choice between the poles. We become blind to the other value/fear
diagonal and over-tolerate the downside of our valued pole. We then get “stuck”
there – unable to access the upside of the pole that is feared.R51 For example, the
strong value for Freedom (+A) and strong fear of its loss (– D) combined with Orthinking, will make it difficult to access Equality (+C). For them, the false choice
is, “Do I want Freedom (+A) Or do I want to lose Freedom (– D)?” They, of course,
will choose Freedom every time. Their choice is within one diagonal (+A/– D) as if
the other diagonal (– B\+C) does not exist.
The final two content pieces in the Polarity Map in Figure 1 are the Greater
Purpose Statement (at the top) and the Deeper Fear (at the bottom). The Greater
Purpose answers the question, “Why bother to leverage this polarity?” My answer,
in the case of Figure 1, is that “We All Thrive.” The Deeper Fear is the opposite
of the Greater Purpose which could be that “We Don’t Survive”.
A Customized Version of the Generic
Part And Whole Map
As I create a customized version of
the generic Part And Whole map in
my head, I know I want to give them
a “Competitive Advantage,” so this
becomes the “Higher Purpose” in
my mental map, Figure 2. The
“Deeper Fear” at the bottom is,
“Can’t Compete.”
Seeing – With the generic Part And
Whole map, Figure 1, as a reference,
I think of a Business Unit as a Part
And the Company as the Whole. I
wanted to use their exact language
for the left pole and use parallel
language for the right pole. Thus, in
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Competitive
Advantage

+C Values
Solution?

Autonomous And

BUs

Integrated

BUs

Problem?

- B Fears

Can’t
Compete

- D Fears
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Figure 2, my customized mental map was Autonomous Business Units And Integrated Business Units.
They do not have “Integrated Business Units” or any reference to centralizing or
coordination on their values list. This means they are likely to over-focus on
Autonomous Business Units (+A) to the relative neglect of Integrated Business
Units (+C). With this over-focus, they will find themselves in the downside of
Autonomous Business Units (– B).
Without reading ahead, but using Figure 1 if you would like, think of some words
that would work for you to describe the content for (–B). What difficulties is this
company likely to experience if they over-focus on Autonomous BU’s to the
neglect of Integrated BU’s? Write a few words or phrases that come to mind:
___________________ ,

___________________ ,

___________________

Now, think of some words that would work for you to describe the content of (+C).
What is this company likely to decide they need to do to address the difficulties in
(– B)? This content will be the positive results from focusing on Integrated BU’s.
Write a few words or phrases:
___________________ ,

___________________ ,

___________________

Back to the Phone Call
The COO asks me what I think of their values list. I say, “It’s a great list. I notice
that you have Autonomous Business Units as a value but there is no value about
Business Unit Integration or Coordination.” He agrees that they are absent and asks
me what I think of that. I respond, “From a polarity perspective, your organization
is likely to experience: silos and isolation of some of the business units; excess
competition between the units; inequality within the units with resentment toward
those that appear to have “preferred” status; and, redundancies that are costly.”
Your listed words or phrases for (– B) would probably be different than mine but
they are likely to have a lot of overlap. We are not looking for a few “correct
words” but for a general set of issues that are likely to occur when you over-focus
on Autonomy of Business Units to the neglect of Integration.
I continue on the phone to suggest, “At some point, these issues are going to be
identified as a ‘problem.’ You will bring your Business Unit Heads together with
your executive team to address them. When you meet, you will agree to do a
number of things to ‘solve’ these issues. You will agree to move from Silos to
Integration; from excess competition to collaboration and mutual support; from
inequality to equality; and from redundancies to coordinated efficiency.”
Again, your list for (+C), though probably different from mine, would fit into the
same general cluster of things they would decide to do to centralize and coordinate
their organization.

33

And: Volume One - Foundations

Section Two

Not Walking Their Talk
The following Figure 3 shows the next phase of the conversation. After suggesting
what problems are likely from their not having a pole partner for Autonomous
Business Units (– B) and what they will agree to do to solve those problems (+C), I
suggest that they are not likely to move toward (+C) in spite of their agreement to
do so.
There is silence on the other end of the phone. After a few seconds, I say, “Hello?”
The COO speaks with an angry tone and says, “Who have you been talking to?!”
I respond that I have not been talking to anyone. I just understand how values work
and how polarities work so the results are predictable.
The COO responds by saying, “Wait a minute. I understand how our Value of Autonomous Business Units without adequate attention to Integrated Business Units
would lead to your “Problem” list (– B). It is also clear how you would identify what
we would agree to do as a “Solution (+C).” But did I hear you correctly that we were
not likely to walk our talk and do the very things we agreed to do?”
My response is, “Yes sir.”
The COO continues, “I want to know how you knew that, because I held that meeting
you described two years ago. We agreed, to the person, to make those corrections
and we have hardly made any progress. It is costing us millions of dollars. I want
to know how you knew this would happen and what can be done about it.”

1. The present state, with its
limits = the Problem (– B).
2. The preferred future state,
with is possibilities = the
Solution (+C),
3. A strategy to bridge the
Gap between the limited
present state and the preferred future state.
You will recall that when a
system is in the downside of
one pole, it is easy to see the
upside of the other pole as a
34

+C Values
Solution:
• Integration of
business units
• Collaboration and
mutual support
• Equality and mutuality
• Efficiencies of
coordination

+A Values

?
Autonomous
Business Units
Problem:
• Silos: isolation of the
units
• Excess competition
• Inequality between
the units
• Redundancies

Gap

This became the focus of the
leadership day I spent with
them. I knew they were likely
to see the issue as a problem
to solve and frame it from a
“Gap Analysis” perspective.
Figure 3 is how it might look.
Gap Analysis has 3 parts:

Integrated
Business Units
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solution. It was the combination of a problem solving, gap analysis frame and an
Or-mindset that undermined their ability to walk their talk.
Since some form of gap analysis is used in virtually all change efforts and since
problem solving is our natural response to dealing with difficulties, there was a
strong possibility that these two would be combined to address their issues.
When we look at their values from a polarity perspective, we quickly see what is
missing. The problem solving, gap analysis frame, gives us two parts of the
underlying Part And Whole Polarity Map and assumes that we have everything we
need: A problem (– B), a solution (+C), and a strategy to gain the solution. The
strategy would show up as Action Steps to gain the upsides of Integrated Business
Units (+C). These two, diagonal parts of the map are important and accurate, they
are just incomplete. When we get into trouble with polarities, the reason is not that
our problem-solving perceptions are inaccurate, it is that they are incomplete.R52
What is missing in the gap analysis is the upside Value of Autonomous Business
Units (+A) and the downside Fear of Integrated Business Units (– D). We know we
can get “hooked” by a strong Value/Fear diagonal combined with Or-thinking.
We then get “stuck” in the downside of our valued pole and are unable to access
the upside of the pole that is feared.
All we need to do is fill in the missing parts of the map to see what this company
values so strongly (+A) and what it will fear with its loss with equal intensity (– D).
This will tell us why they have had trouble getting to their agreed upon solution
(+C).
With the support of the generic Part And Whole map, Figure 1, combined with
your life experience, you can create your own content for (+A) and (– D) in Figure 3.
What would be the positive results of building in some autonomy for your business
units, especially if you are in 46 countries? Your answers, below, will help us
appreciate why they put Autonomous Business Units in their values list in the first
place. What words would you put in (+A) of Figure 3? Write below:
___________________ ,

___________________ ,

___________________

Given whatever you have written above, the exact opposite would go in (– D) of
Figure 3. The real opposites in a Polarity Map are the diagonals. The poles are
interdependent but not always what we might call opposites.R53 As a culture, the
company that values your (+A) words, above, will be afraid of losing that which is
valued. What “opposite of (+A)” words come to mind for you for (– D) in Figure 3?
___________________ ,

___________________ ,

___________________

In Figure 4, on the following page, we can see a more complete map that I had in
mind when looking at the companies values list. Your content above for (+A) and
(– D) will be different than mine but, hopefully, there is overlap and we are thinking
about the same general cluster of words that would fit in those two quadrants. They
are not the same words as in the generic Part And Whole map, Figure 1, but you
35
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can see how Figure 1 would help you think of the general type of content that
would show up in Figure 4.
Notice what a solid list of items shows up in (+A). This great list does not show up
within gap analysis. This list of values is the heart of the company on the phone.
They love this so much that, not only did they have “Autonomous BUs” as a value,
they did not have anything like “Integrated” or “coordinated” in their values.
Notice the items that show up in (– D). This also is a rich list that does not show up
with gap analysis. There
is a powerful fear, at the
gut level, in this culture,
of these downsides. This
value/fear (+A/– D) diagonal will get in the way of
doing what the COO and
everyone else at the head
level saw as the logical
“Solution” (+C) to their
“Problem” (– B).
It is not that they could
not come up with content
for (+A) and (– D) if they
were asked. The gap
analysis framework just
doesn’t ask for those two
quadrants. The wisdom is
in the company. The Polarity Map asks for more
of that wisdom than does
the gap analysis frame.
Engage Key
Stakeholders in Each Step of the SMALL Process.R54
I have talked about a Polarity Map being a wisdom organizer. I have also talked
about building a map being a values and language clarification process. The combination of these two realities supports the engagement of key stakeholders in each
step of the SMALL process. What I mean by key stakeholders are those people who
are influenced by or could influence the process for which you are building the map.
The wisdom you are organizing within the map will be wiser and less vulnerable to
“blind spots” when key stakeholders are involved. Also, if the values and language
of the map do not work for some key stakeholders, their support will not be there to
help you leverage the polarity.
Below is a quick summary of why and how the practice of including key stakeholders was useful in the leadership session we were preparing for on the phone call.
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Seeing – Perceptions about an organization’s reality are different in different parts
of the system. In order to have a more accurate “Seeing,” it is helpful to get a view
from different parts of the system: different levels, locations, and areas of focus.
One way to do that is to get as representative a group as possible of key
stakeholders to help identify the most important polarities at play for the
organization and to name the poles. In this case, the top 200 represented all
geographical areas and areas of business. There were representatives from the
Business Units (Part) And representatives from the executive, corporate offices
(Whole). Key stakeholders from lower levels of the system were missing. You can
always build a map without some key stakeholders present. We often do. The
vulnerabilities of doing so are reduced if their interests and perceptions are kept in
mind as you go through the process.
We agreed on Autonomous Business Unites (BU’s) And Integrated Business Units
(BU’s) as the two pole names for the leadership day on Polarity Thinking.
Mapping – At the gathering, we had table groups of six, all filling out the four
quadrants of the Autonomous BU’s And Integrated BU’s map. We consolidated
the highly overlapping content into a map that worked for them. We did our best
to make sure the map would work for those stakeholders not present. When
building a map for yourself and people not present, it is helpful to think of the
initial map as a “draft.” Keep some flexibility to edit the map to incorporate the
wisdom and points of view of others as you share the draft map with them.
Assessing – They recognized that they were in the downside of Autonomous BU’s
(– B) and needed to self-correct to the upside of Integrated BU’s (+C). Here again,
having key stakeholders involved in the assessment will increase the trustworthiness of the assessment. It will be more trustworthy to the degree the stakeholders involved do represent the variety of perspectives in the company (and
outside the company, if that is desired.)
Learning – This step involves giving your own meaning to the assessment results.
What have we learned from our process so far? How do we understand and
interpret the results? What contributed to the results, whether positive or negative?
Key stakeholders’ presence can enhance the richness of this step. What you learn
from this step supports the actions you take in the next one.
Leveraging – This step involves identifying what “Actions Steps” the company was
already doing and could start doing to maximize the upside of each pole. Also,
what would be “Early Warnings” that would be measurable, early indicators that
they are getting into the downside of one pole or the other. This would help them
self-correct without getting caught in the downside of a pole. Here, again, having
key stakeholders present will improve the quality and quantity of the Action Steps
and Early Warnings.
In summary, with groups and organizations, it is helpful to include key stakeholders in every step of the SMALL process.
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Coaching – When doing one-on-one coaching, the process is easier. The map you
create together only has to fit with the values and language of the person you are
coaching. If it works for them, you are good to go.
Important Acknowledgement
Over the last 20 years, Robert ‘Jake’ Jacobs has been a friend, coach and
founding partner of Polarity Partnerships, LLC. Jake is the author of Real
Time Strategic Change (RTSC).18
In our years together, Jake has significantly influenced how we think
about and work toward fast, sustainable change within Polarity
Partnerships, LLC. His RTSC principles and his processes for engaging
key stakeholders are built into our Polarity Approach to Continuity And
Transformation (PACT). Polarity Thinking and RTSC have influenced
each other significantly over the years. This mutual influence is
summarized in Jake’s chapter in our applications book.

Paradoxical Shift in Poles – A Return to the One-Day Workshop with the 200
In the process of creating Action Steps for each upside, we started with the Action
Steps for the upside of Autonomous BU’s first (+A). The reason we started with
Autonomous BU’s was to counter the fear that we would focus on Integrated BU’s
to the neglect of Autonomous BU’s (– D). To assure everyone that we were not
neglecting Autonomous BU’s (AKA “Throwing the baby out with the bathwater”),
we started by identifying things we will continue to do and new things we will start
doing to maximize Autonomous BU’s. After everyone was assured that we were
committed to Autonomous BU’s, then, and only then, did we shift to focus on
Action Steps for Integrated BU’s (+C). This fits with our paradoxical orientation
toward moving from one pole to the other: If you want people holding on to the
present pole to support movement toward the other pole, first guarantee, with
Action Steps, support for the present pole.R5518
It is also helpful to acknowledge, with Early Warnings, the legitimate fears of the
downside of the pole we are moving toward (– D) before creating Early Warnings
for the downside of the pole we are moving from (– B).R56 The message to those
holding those fears is that they have a point and that we can identify measurable,
early ways to let us know when we are starting to get into this predictable
downside. Those warnings will help us self-correct to keep from getting “stuck” in
that downside. When we have gotten early warnings for the pole we are moving
toward (– D), we can create early warnings for the present pole as well (– B).

18

Jacobs, Robert. Real Time Strategic Change. How to Involve an Entire Organization in Fast and Far
Reaching Change. Berrett-Koehler,1994.
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The leadership found this perspective and process very useful. They now know
that this is a polarity that they will be living within as long as their company exists.
They know that there is a natural tension between the two poles that can be
leveraged. And, if they can leverage it well, they will outperform any competition
that sees one pole or the other as a “solution” to a problem. They made a difference
for themselves using a polarity map and the SMALL process.
Summary
Looking at values in pairs, as a polarity, can strengthen an organization’s value
platform. Not identifying the pole partner of a value will make an organization
vulnerable to what is missing. Adding the value partner does not diminish the
original value. On the contrary, it contributes to the sustainability of the original
value and the sustainability of the company. This is true because a polarity is
indestructible while one pole of a polarity is inherently unsustainable. For a story
of a Brazilian company, Natura, converting its original values list to a list of values
in pairs, see the chapter, “Values come in pairs at Natura” in And: Volume Two.
The generic Part And Whole polarity is useful as a starting point for seeing various
versions of this polarity in our organizations. Since building a Polarity Map is
always a values and language clarification process, we need to make sure the map
we create is one that works with key stakeholders. When building a map, keep
open to having it modified as you share it with others. For it to work for them, you
may need to create a modified map with words and values that will work for you
and them.
When an organization treats a polarity as if it were a problem to solve, it will reduce
the attainability, speed, and sustainability of the “solution” they are trying to
accomplish. When an organization can see a key underlying polarity within a
difficulty or set of difficulties, it will increase the attainability, speed, and
sustainability of the desired outcome.
A lack of “Power” or lack of “Alignment” were not the problem. In this change
effort, those with the power in the organization were serious about wanting to make
the change. So was everyone else. They were all “aligned” to move from the
“problem,” as they saw it, to their collective “solution.” This is important to
recognize. The “resistance” to this move was coming from the very people who
were supporting it. They were not being dishonest and would not see themselves
as saboteurs. At the same time, their values for the upside of Autonomous Business
Units and equally strong fears of the downside of Integrated Business Units
combined with Or-thinking was keeping them from getting to the upside of
Integrated Business Units: their “Solution.”
This is a very important reality to be aware of when trying to make a difference
from either inside or outside of a system. Sometimes leaders and others in the
organization may be flat out lying when they say they are committed to a change
you are trying to make. I think this is seldom the case. It is much more likely that
in their heads it seems reasonable and they do support it. They will even invest
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considerable time and money working in support of the change. Yet the change
does not happen! There is an alternative explanation which I believe is much more
common than lying about their support.
The alternative explanation is that everyone supporting the change has misdiagnosed the context. They have seen it as a problem to solve when it is, more
accurately, seen as a polarity with a much-needed move from the downside of an
over-focused pole to the upside of a neglected pole. Everyone in this company
agreed to go from the downside of Autonomous Business Unites to the upside of
Integrated Business Units. They had the power of leadership support, the power of
employee alignment, and the reality that the change had significant financial
benefits, yet they were still unable to walk their talk! This is the power of our
unconscious bias for Or-thinking.
At an unconscious level, even the strongest advocates for the change, those who
really wanted to make a difference in company performance, were undermining
the effort. Their undermining was coming from an unconscious framing of a false
choice in which their support of the benefits of Integrated Business Units would
result in their losing the benefits of Autonomous Business Units. This would lead
to being caught in the downside of Integrated Business Units. The stronger the
value, the stronger the fear. The stronger the fear of the downside of a pole, the
more difficult it is to access the upside of that pole, especially when approaching
it from an Or perspective. This is very important in organizational change efforts
as in this case. It is equally important in social change efforts and political change
efforts, locally, nationally, and internationally.
New Realities in Chapter 5
Reality 47 Values come in pairs. They show up in the two upsides or the two
poles of a Polarity Map.
Reality 48

Building a Polarity Map is always a values and language clarification
process.

Reality 49

Both poles need to be either neutral or positive.

Reality 50

The downside of one pole represents the fear of losing the value in
the upside of the other pole. The stronger the value, the stronger the
fear and the reverse.

Reality 51

A powerful value/fear diagonal when combined with Or-thinking
gets us “hooked” by a false choice between the poles. We become
blind to the other value/fear diagonal and over-tolerate the downside
of our valued pole. We then get “stuck” there – unable to access the
upside of the pole that is feared. Cliff Kayser was the first to describe
this process as getting “hooked” leading to getting “stuck.”

Reality 52

When we get into trouble with polarities, the reason is not that
our problem-solving perceptions are inaccurate; it is that they are
incomplete.
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Reality 53

The real opposites in a Polarity Map are the diagonals. The poles are
interdependent but not always what we might call opposites.

Reality 54

It is helpful to engage key stakeholders in each step of the SMALL
process. Based on Robert ‘Jake’ Jacob’s Real Time Strategic Change
(RTSC).

Reality 55

Our paradoxical orientation toward change – that if you want people
holding on to the present pole to support movement toward the other
pole, first guarantee support, with Action Steps, for the upside of the
present pole. Based on Gestalt psychology described by Arnold R.
Beisser in Gestalt Therapy Now.19

Reality 56

It is helpful to acknowledge with Early Warnings the legitimate fears
of the downside of the pole we are moving toward before creating
Early Warnings for the downside of the pole we are moving from.
This is based on the same paradoxical orientation in Reality 55.

19

Shepherd, Irma Lee; Fagan, Joen. Gestalt Therapy Now. Gestalt Journal Press, 2008.
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has contributed a chapter sharing how they have leveraged polarities to enhance
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“What do you mean people are just as important as products?” The COO raised his
voice in disbelief as he challenged the HR recruiter. “If we don’t have new products, we can’t pay those people.” The recruiter’s face flushed with emotion as she
responded, “I get it. But what you don’t seem to get is that if you can’t find and
keep good people, you’ll have no shot at delivering the innovative products you are
so hot for. Focusing on your people is more critical every time.”
Suddenly realizing I’d entered the room, the two of them looked to me before the
COO asked pointedly, “I guess you heard all that. Which of us do you think is
right?” Although thrown by his abruptness, I responded with assurance, “You are
absolutely right – products are critical to your company’s success.” He smiled and
gave me the thumbs up before realizing I was still speaking. I continued, “And
what is also true is that if you focus only on products and never prioritize people,
your results will spiral down before you know it.”
Not the gentlest entrance for a new client, and I wondered whether my candor
would cause me to lose the opportunity to work with them when we’d just barely
begun. On the other hand, arriving at such a moment made me confident that I had
a tool they needed – for their bottom line and for their ability to use their time and
energy for more effective discussions instead of angry arguments about who was
right, and who was wrong.
This vignette demonstrates what often happens with people who are deeply committed and passionate about what they are doing:
•
•
•

Smart, experienced people develop strong opinions that differ from one another;
Each feels certain they are right; and
They focus on validating and justifying their own perspective rather than listening to those who see it differently.

This is a recipe for repeating the same cycle over and over again; it is not a formula
for thriving.
My first career was as a Clinical Neuropsychologist. As a neuropsychologist, I
studied neuroscience, learned how the brain and nervous system functions, and had
the opportunity to see what can go horribly wrong. In recent years, dynamic brain
visualization and neuroscience research have dramatically expanded our
knowledge of how our brains interact with our environments. We can now see how
the neural and chemical activity in our brains influence (and are influenced by) our
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thoughts, emotions, and actions. The growth in our understanding of how our
brains operate comes at a critical time as the world we are dealing with is increasingly challenging and complex.
In the scenario above, we can make several observations:
1. Both the COO and the HR recruiter got triggered, and became defensive and
protective. We are hardwired to be vigilant for danger and react instantly when
our safety feels in jeopardy. The risk detected here is to each person’s emotional well-being. Each time our danger antennae are raised, focus constricts
as we zero in on the risk. We experience an amygdala hijack. Once hijacked,
our thinking brains go offline for an estimated 17 minutes, unavailable for the
complex cognitive tasks that our jobs and our relationships require. Our actions
become limited to key survival behaviors. In the example above, the COO and
the recruiter can continue the argument (Fight); leave the situation (Flee); shut
down (Freeze); or pretend to agree with the other person for the sake of harmony
(Appease). They are stuck, unable to move forward effectively.

When we are addicted to being right, we are mastered by our amygdala – specifically the “fight” behaviors, and we see the world through an I-centric point
of view. ~ Glaser1
2. When we assess that the other person is “not like me,” (as the two do above)
the brain activates our distrust response. Distrust causes us to be on guard,
fearful of what may happen. When we experience threat and distrust, a torrent
of Cortisol (stress hormone) is released, instructing the brain to cease executive functions. These higher-level functions become temporarily unavailable.
In a fear state, our dialogue is limited by the neurochemistry of fear.
3. Our brain’s confirmation bias means we scan for that which confirms what we
already think, and disregard opinions that differ from ours. In the scenario
above, the COO is only open to hearing that, yes he is right, Products are critically important. When we are sure of our answer and convinced we are right,
we stop being curious to learn more. The door closes to hearing what others
have to offer; our brain fails to process disconfirming information. And we
move forward on our own narrowly defined path with efficiency and certainty.
It is not a path to thriving.

1

Glaser, J.E. “Conversational Intelligence: How Great Leaders Build Trust and Get Extraordinary Results,”
2014, p42.
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4. When we feel safe and trusting of others, we are able to listen instead of trying
to win, partner rather than protecting or defending ourselves. The bonding hormone Oxytocin gets activated and we strive to connect and collaborate. We
can experience the benefit of learning from those who think differently, valuing them as potential resources rather than risks. That is not yet happening
above with the COO and HR leader we see here.
How Does Polarity Mapping Enhance Our Built-in Neurology?
Utilizing Polarity Thinking and Mapping can create a sense of safety and clarity in
many of the most difficult and complex situations faced by teams and organizations. Polarity Thinking and Mapping provides an approach to leverage our
knowledge of human behavior and the brain, and to enable individuals and teams
to engage in interactions that contribute to trust, yielding greater effectiveness and
enjoyment. This enables a virtuous cycle for sustainable results. Creating a polarity
map together is both an initiator of trust and a methodology for maintaining and
restoring trust when conflict arises.
The approach of Polarity Thinking creates a predictable context where our sense
of threat and the likelihood of being triggered is reduced. With this sense of safety
present, we can focus on a common goal. In the situation above, the goal might be
to recruit and keep key team members. Both the COO and HR leader agree on the
importance of that goal. Because they now see the other as “like me” their connection (versus protection) mode gets activated and they are poised to partner. What’s
going on neurochemically behind the scenes is:
Increased oxytocin (bonding hormone) enhances feelings of closeness to others,
and desire to be open with them
• Increased dopamine and serotonin give us a positive outlook and a sense of
well-being
• The behavioral impact is to disclose more about what they perceive and what
they are feeling, and to be interested and caring for others’ perspectives.
When we hold strong opinions or beliefs you might expect them to be modulated by
disconfirming information or data, by differing perspectives. That’s not what happens. Lacking the tools for both/And-thinking, “…we carefully edit our reality,
searching for evidence that confirms what we already believe.”2. Barry Johnson
refers to the polarity map as a “wisdom organizer.” The structured methodology
of the map gives us a place to value and validate our own perspective, making us
feel safe. The map also provides a space to capture information that makes us
aware of what we cannot yet see. Research suggests that the stronger our commitment to our own perspective (one pole of the polarity map), the LESS likely it is
that data that disconfirms our view will be processed, as we selectively take in only
what our brain expects to perceive. We need tools that ensure ongoing access to
our reasoning brains so that when we experience contradictory information we can
2

Lehrer, J. “Accept Defeat: The Neuroscience of Screwing Up,” www.wired.com/2009/12/fail-accept-defeat/ ,2009
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bridge the gap between what we are thinking and what others are thinking. A polarity map offers a structure for that shared story.
What difference does this make for your team and organization?
High levels of trust impact productivity and an organization’s ability to achieve its
goals and objectives. In his work with organizations, Paul Zak quantified the dividends of trust.3 Employees in high-trust environments, contrasted with those in
low-trust settings, reported, “74% less stress, 106% more energy at work, 50%
higher productivity, 13% fewer sick days, 76% more engagement, 29% more satisfaction with their lives, 40% less burnout.” This makes it evident that accessing
tools that enable an environment of trust will contribute to sustainable success –
both on the people front, and on the side of results.
What does it look like when an organization uses polarity mapping to explore and
to take advantage of their differences? Revisiting the conversation of the HR leader
and COO above, it might now look like this. Instead of believing that they have
the sole right answer and digging in to defend their positions, these two experts are
familiar with the polarities, and have learned that the best answer is often a
both/And instead of an either/Or. A coach or a colleague volunteers to facilitate
creating a polarity map for Products and People. They begin with highlighting the
benefits of one of the poles, choosing the COO’s preferred pole because he seems
more certain that he is right, and more angry and defensive in this interaction. The
facilitator walks our two experts through populating the map (see Figure 2 on the
following page) with their wisdom as follows:
The Upside of Product Focus (+A Values)
Facilitator invites the COO to articulate all the positive things that occur when the
company focuses on Products. He notes the fact that team members feel informed
and clear about expectations, and that financial bonuses for performance serve to
motivate even greater productivity. Who wouldn’t want this? Instead of countering
his view or pointing out that it is limited, his colleague acknowledges and appreciates his wisdom. In fact, they document it on the following polarity map, encouraging the COO to add other positive impacts of this Products focus. Instead of
feeling threatened and needing to justify his belief that Products are key, he now
feels heard and understood. His brain is in a calm, trusting state and he can listen
as the facilitator turns to the HR recruiter.
The Upside of People Focus (+C Values)
Facilitator then says to the recruiter, “Obviously, Products are critical to our success and creating good Products depends on People. What are all the positive
things that happen when we focus on our people?” Glad to have a chance to weigh
in, this leader notes that when people feel valued, they are happy and productive.
Their sense of loyalty and care for other team members results in them helping one
3

Zak, P. J. “The neuroscience of trust,” Harvard Business Review, (2017, Jan-Feb).
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another overcome hurdles, working extra when needed, and remaining at the company even through challenging times. Clearly, a focus on People is essential for
the company’s success, and this leader is delighted to be able to articulate all the
benefits of this. Her list is also captured in the Polarity Map ®.
All three map creators
step back to appreciate
all the upsides they’ve
identified – the fact that
with these two areas of
focus, their team members see a clear connection between effort and
outcomes and their interdependence. Asked
about what they see, the
COO and HR leader
note that they want all
the positive outcomes
identified so far. Who
wouldn’t? Basking in
the glow of dopamine
and oxytocin, they look
at one another as allies
and collaborators instead of adversaries.
Each has provided a
piece of the puzzle.
Having a facilitated and
structured dialogue has
enabled them to trust the
process and one another.
The Downside of People-Only Focus (-D Fears)
Now the facilitator asks a more challenging question. “Okay, so what would happen if we acted like only one or the other were important instead of both Products
and People? What negative things would result if we focused only on one and neglected the other? Continuing from the upside of People, she invites the pair to
envision what downsides they would experience if the company always focused
on its People and never its Products. Both leaders contribute with possibilities,
such as the COO’s fear that, “We’d have these entitled people thinking they deserve a job, and just want to hang out with their friends”. The HR leader adds “If
we focus only on People, the best people leave, missing the sense of accomplishment they used to have when a new Product got launched.” This wisdom is added
to the downside of the People pole before going on.
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The Downside of Product-Only Focus (-B Fears)
“Okay then, maybe People was the wrong focus after all. What if we stopped wasting energy on people and just focused on our products?” Familiar with where this
is going, both quickly offer their thoughts. “No, that can’t work either. People
would start to feel used, like cogs in a machine. They’d call out sick whenever they
didn’t feel like coming to work, and start competing to get individual rewards instead of collaborating. The impact would be poor quality and late products, even
though we were focused exclusively on Products. People matter too.
Perhaps it seems too perfect, and yet the process itself is structured, predictable, and
fair. As teams become more skilled in using Polarity Thinking, they quickly embrace the opportunity to generate better and more consistent results.
Long-term Sustainable Results
As an organization becomes familiar with polarity mapping, mapping can be a tool
for understanding complex situations. Identifying key polarities activates hope in
our brains. When hope is present, anxiety is reduced,4 enabling us to recognize our
own blinds spots and build relationship with those who see things differently. We
leverage our diversity. Instead of thinking, “this person is not like me; they are a
threat,” we consider, “this person does not think like me; they have a critical piece
I need.”
With Polarity Thinking available to our teams, we avoid getting triggered and defaulting to survival reactions. We trust that a divergent perspective is not just something to tolerate but something that brings value and will help us to generate better
results. Rather than resisting difference, polarity mapping provides a mechanism
to invite clarity about what the other offers, wisdom we may not easily access
without their assistance. This structure and mindset of appreciation activates Oxytocin, the bonding neurochemical in our brains, and we tend to move towards the
other person, to seek to understand their viewpoint, to benefit from what they see
that we cannot.
Conclusions
Unfortunately, our brain’s hardwiring to stay on familiar tracks of knowing and to
be hypervigilant for threat is not a path to thriving. Our natural defaults are not so
useful when the “danger” detected is the realization that our strongly held opinion
might be wrong, or at least incomplete. In those challenging circumstances, it’s
more effective to keep our brain calm, and access its capabilities for evaluating,
strategizing, innovating, collaborating and executing. Polarity Thinking and Mapping helps the brain stay in that state where we can increase clarity and invite collaboration. In creating a map, we gain access to a more complete story, one of
opportunity and connection rather than threat.

4

Wang, S., Xu, X., Chen, T., Yang, X., Chen, G., & Gong, Q. “Hope and the brain: Trait hope mediates the
protective role of medial orbitofrontal cortex spontaneous activity against anxiety,” Neuroimage. 2017, Aug. 15
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