
 
 

MANAGING POLARITIES1 
 

Concept in Brief: 

Managing polarities is a framework for understanding issues that are not problems to be 

solved but tensions to be managed.  It helps people understand how issues can become 

polarized based on a lack of understanding of the full dynamics surrounding the issue, and 

better see the legitimacy of an opposing view and the limitations of one’s own perspective.  

When use effectively, it can open up dialogue, create possibilities for new partnerships, and 

create the common ground needed for collaboration. 

How it Works 

A 2 x 2 matrix helps explain how a given polarity (individuality/community; 

freedom/responsibility; local control/standardized guidelines) creates polar opposites that 

have both strengths and weaknesses, and that the end goal is not choosing one pole over 

another but learning how to balance the tension.  By highlighting the strengths and 

weaknesses of each pole in the tension, people can see how there is typically some truth to 

the ways in which people characterize the opposing arguments, but that we tend to be blind 

to our own weaknesses and acutely aware of the shortcomings of the opposing position. 

How to Introduce the Model 

It usually works best to pick a simple example when introducing it—like inhaling/exhaling, or 

structure/freedom.  Martin Carcasson uses the following example effectively. 

“Imagine that you just got hired by a new boss who you are excited to work for because she 

seems very clear on expectations, very organized, and very decisive.  You like that.  You tell 

your friends how excited you are about this new opportunity.  Six months later, you realize 

that the environment is overly structured and you feel smothered.  You describe the 

downsides to your friends, who point out a new opportunity at a different, more creative firm.  

You take the new job, and tell your friends how much you love the new environment, and the 

sense of creativity it has unleashed for you.  Six months later, you confess to them that its not 

what you thought, and there really are no guidelines or expectations, no one seems to follow 

through and its just a mushy, unfocused environment. 

 
1 See Barry Johnson’s “Polarity Management: A Summary Introduction” for further reading 

https://www.jpr.org.uk/documents/14-06-19.Barry_Johnson.Polarity_Management.pdf


Before you take your old job back at with your former dictator, it might be wise to size up the 

tensions here, and recognize the answer doesn’t lie in looking for all structure or all freedom, 

but in seeing the benefits and potential limitations of both, and learning to see the full, four 

quadrant view of that delicate tension.” 

 

What a Managing Polarities approach can offer for many polarized conversations and 

situations is a new way to see the legitimacy of an opposing view, and to acknowledge the 

limitations of one’s own position.   From this vantage point, one’s “opponent” can be seen as 

a way to spot the early warning signs of taking one’s own position to excess, and the dialogue 

then plays a valuable role in maintaining the balance between opposing tensions. 

Applications 

After introducing the simple analogy, map out a potential, or real-live polarity, that the group 

is wrestling with.  Classic ones can involve individual/community, personal 

responsibility/systemic barriers, decentralization/centralization, and consistency/flexibility.  

Have people work in pairs or small groups to “make the case” for each of the sides of the 

polarity, and then fill in the “When it goes too far” columns.  Discuss how that issue might play 

out in the group, or is playing out in a current situation and how they might address it. 

Structure 

The Case for Structure The Case for Freedom 

Freedom 

• Clear expectations 
• Boundaries and 

guidelines 
• Know what to do when 
• Rules to follow 
• “Clear, decisive 

leader” 

• Sense of possibility 
• Creativity is 

encouraged 
• Chance to explore and 

learn 
• “Boss supports 

innovation” 
When Structure Goes Too 

Far 
When Freedom Goes Too 

Far 
• Everything decided for 

you 
• Overly rigid 

environment 
• No room for 

exploration, 
innovation 

• “Boss is a dictator” 

• Lack of clear 
guidelines 

• Amorphous, 
ambiguous 
environment 

• No focus or clarity 
• “Mushy leader with no 

vision” 
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