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“In all chaos there is a cosmos, in all disorder a secret order.”   

Carl Jung (1875 - 1961) 

 

Harnessing Duality for Effective Leadership 
 

As western executive coaches based in Asia we have marvelled at the duality in our work and 
lives for many years - how it can change perceptions, how it effects decisions and, perhaps 
most importantly, how being the ‘other’ has allowed us to broaden our world view. This 
personal experience made us question how that same duality gets reflected and harnessed in 
corporations for effective leadership, and for creating more holistic organisations.  In our 
Group Coaching work we take a reflective stance. We provide the space and time for busy 
leaders to look within, back and across personal and interpersonal divides, in order to move 
forward.  We have found that this process of reflection for forward projection is often, in itself, 
an exploration of duality and can be particularly powerful in a group coaching context. 
 
The concept of duality within individuals is almost as old as reflective thought itself, existing 
across cultures – from the western philosophies of the ancient Greeks and, later Rene 
Descartes’ dualism, to Confucianism and Vedic thinking in the east.  In the 20th century, Carl G 
Jung became one of the modern fathers of psychological duality with his exploration of 
anima and animus, as our unconscious feminine and masculine psyches, as well as his 
introduction, in 1921, of the personality dichotomies of extraversion versus introversion, sensing 
versus intuition, and thinking versus feelingi. These latter three dimensions were codified and 
popularised by Katherine Briggs and Isabel Briggs Myers 1 in their creation the Myers Briggs 
Type Indicator® (MBTI®), the most widely used personality instrument in the world today.ii 
 
In 2008, The Air Institute (‘Air’) surveyed 171 executive coaches from 40 countries who 
employed group executive coaching on a regular basisiii. The survey showed that Group 
Executive Coaching is most commonly used in the following arenas: 
 

o Executive Leadership (71%) 

o Executive Team Effectiveness (61%) 

o Developing High Potentials (51%) 

o Change Leadership (45%). 

                                                        

1 Briggs and Myers added a fourth ‘judging versus perceiving’ orientation to Jung’s three dichotomies 
when creating the MBTI®. 
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The survey’s open-ended questions looked at the group coaching experience across gender, 
culture and generations, from the coaches’ perspective.  Within those broad categories, 
however, there were many opposites, mirrors and shadows playing out beneath the surface, 
ready for exploration. We also identified stories that related specifically to data mined from 
our group coaching work in Asia. 
 

What is Duality? 
 

“Man is double.  There are two beings in him.” 
Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) 

 
Duality is defined as the quality or character of “being twofold.”  It can relate to balance, or a 
dichotomy with two ends of a spectrum. It can comprise two diametrically opposed aspects 
of a dimension or phenomenon, or even contra positions on an idea.   
 
It is important to understand, however, that duality is not just about the two ‘ends’, opposites 
or ‘positions’. It is easy to forget about the other key components of duality – the space 
between the poles, and the ‘fulcrum’ around which the opposite forces move.  For duality is 
often about the ongoing oscillation and tension between the two reach points on a 
pendulum swing. While the ends are more readily defined and act as ‘containers’, the space 
between them is just as important – for it is here that the continual shifting and movement of 
dynamic equilibrium takes place. Sometimes the fulcrum or pivot point can be clearly 
identified, as with time (eg: past – present – future) or vaguely identified (eg: black – grey – 
white), but sometimes, it is not possible to explicitly define the ‘neutral’ or turning point in 
words.   We use the term ‘dynamic equilibrium’ as it depicts the movement that is inherent in 
any balance and announces that seeming stillness is not inert – there is constant vibration, 
oscillation and flux.  In social scientist’s Kurt Lewin’s force field analysis, for example, even 
when there is no apparent change, it is because the driving forces ‘for’ change have met 
with restraining forces ‘against’ change operating to maintain the status quo. An issue is 
therefore held in balance by the interaction of these two opposing sets of forces, resulting in 
no observable movement at the interface. 
 
Balance is key to the group coaching experience.  One way to achieve balance is by 
harnessing opposites through the group process.   When a group of global executives finds 
itself in a small break out room at the Singapore campus of the INSEAD Global Leadership 
Centre (IGLC), it promises to be a day of both confirmation and surprise.  Invariably we have 
found that, despite the apparent randomness of group selection, there are usually two 
synchronistic outcomes – mirrors and shadows.  Often, the members of a seemingly diverse 
group find themselves alongside executives with astoundingly similar issues – listening to others 
tell their stories can be like looking in the mirror.  Alternatively, despite their apparent sameness 
on the surface, the group may find itself working with the contrast of opposites and shadows, 
thereby allowing them to view matters from an entirely different perspective than usual. 
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In Asia, raising the awareness of duality or the continual interplay of opposites is not as 
unfamiliar a concept as it may be in a western culture; when working in a group context, it is 
can be easier to discuss the subtle flows and flux of the duality dynamic.  Many of Asia’s 
diverse cultures can be traced to either a Confucian or Vedic tradition2 both of which are 
very familiar with this idea of a dynamic equilibrium - how push and pull are not to be used 
sequentially but rather simultaneously.  A useful visual to refer to is the iconic yin yang symbol, 
which illustrates wholeness through the interplay of opposites. Although this symbol can be 
viewed from a multitude of perspectives we will refer to it as a symbol of dynamic equilibrium.  
 

It is generally accepted that the contemporary leader needs to be able to adapt their 
ingrained styles to the shifting dynamics of a globalised work environment.   Situational 
leadership theories recognise that there are many types of leadership and that the most 
effective type in a particular scenario depends on the contextual variables.  The leader who 
can manage ever-changing variables ensures the greatest probability of sustainable success.    

 

The Hershey-Blanchard model identifies four core styles3 a leader needs to adopt according 
to the situationiv.  Daniel Goleman refers to Hay McBer’s six management styles4 as being like a 
set of golf clubs.  A manager needs to be skilful in the selection and use of each of them, 
when appropriate, in order to lead effectively.v   In the complex, ever-evolving world of 
business, it is not enough to simply rely upon one or two preferred styles.  

 

Although there are as many approaches to leadership as there are leaders, they generally fall 
into one of two categories  – the ‘architectural role’ and the ‘charismatic role’ (Kets de Vries, 
2006)vi.  Thus, modern leadership is itself a dynamic equilibrium, characterised by duality and 
continual flux.  Certainly, in a high performing team, it is crucial to be able to move 
comfortably between and integrate these two forces of what is traditionally referred to in 
business circles as ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ leadership. 

 

Contemporary leaders, both individually and as a group, need to be aware of the two faces 
of leadership and play strategically and ultimately, intuitively in the space between them, as 
illustrated in the following figure. 

 

     

                                                        
2 Many Asian cultures, with the exception of Islamic countries such as Brunei, Indonesia and Malaysia, 
fall into Confucianist or Vedic traditions. 
3 Directing/telling, coaching/selling, supporting/participating, and delegating 
4 Coercive, Authoritative, Pacesetting, Coaching, Democratic and Affiliative 
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The Dynamic Equilibrium of Contemporary Leadership 

                        

                

 

 

The Interplay of Duality in Group Executive Coaching 
 

Group Executive Coaching is a powerful vehicle for creating a safe space within which to 
explore duality – within the organisation, group and individual. Increasing awareness of self 
and others is a fundamental coaching outcome.  This can be achieved in numerous ways, 
including good questions, 360° diagnostics and direct feedback.  A coach’s role is to ‘hold the 
mirror up’ so that the individuals can both see themselves more clearly, and also, how others 
see them.  In group coaching there is ample opportunity for dynamic equilibrium to evolve 
and be noticed both within and between individuals in the group.  Participants are able to 
learn from both their own coaching, directly, as well as vicariously by observing the varied 
experiences of others.  

 

Sixty percent of respondents in The Air Institute’s 2008 GEC survey used 360° instruments as part 
of their group coaching.  In one approach, each executive takes their turn in the ‘coaching 
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chair’, being coached by the rest of the group.  This includes discussing their 360° results, 
which helps increase awareness, although it is not uncommon for an individual to disagree 
with or deny the data. While there is no objective ‘truth’ to such feedback, it is through this 
process that the coaching dialogue and outcomes emerge.  As the commitment to help one 
another has already been established in the coaching contract, the coach can utilise the 
group to provide additional real time perspectives.  
 
 
Utilising the Group Dynamic 
 
Participants in Group Executive Coaching benefit in at least two distinct ways.  Firstly, there is 
the coach’s intentional utilisation of the group dynamic to pull out and play with the duality 
that s/he is observing in the room.  Secondly, there is the unintentional epiphany on hearing a 
colleague’s story that truly resonates and triggers an instant identification with and 
acceptance of ‘the other way’.    
 
In a recent session with six executives from different organisations and countries, one 
participant, Gerry, revealed his clear, strongly worded 360° feedback report which claimed he 
didn’t listen, was only interested in his own agenda and lacked any collaborative spirit.  He 
totally rejected the feedback of his staff and colleagues saying that the respondees were 
wrong - he was a good listener and always showed interest in others. He rationalised the 
‘negative’ feedback away, referring to stressful work events beyond his control that had 
unduly coloured his respondents’ opinions.  Coaching questions posed by the coach elicited 
a similar denial.  His behaviour throughout the morning, however, confirmed that this was a 
blind spot for Gerry.  
 
Gerry’s behaviour was in sharp contrast to at least two of the participants who were very 
strong in collaboration and emotional intelligence. The coach decided to put the question to 
the Gerry – “There are five people in the room who met you for the first time yesterday and 
have spent the morning with you. Would you be interested in hearing what they think?” With 
Gerry’s consent and a reminder for the fellow coachees to come from a positive intention to 
help, not hinder, the group proceeded. All five participants respectfully and thoughtfully gave 
Gerry their feedback.  In summary they said that they’d seen him as dominating, uninterested 
in listening to others, and distracted rather than truly ‘present’ whenever he wasn’t the focus 
of attention. Gerry’s response was an unusual stillness and silence, followed by slow nodding 
and his comments “Hmmm....I’ve heard this so often before. I think I need to really think about 
it”.  As one respondent in Air’s GEC 2008 survey said “in group coaching there are fewer 
places to hide.”  The group continued, with a focus on acknowledging and supporting Gerry 
in his realisation and the processing phase.  At the end of the day, Gerry volunteered that, 
despite having received similar feedback for many years, this was the first time he fully 
accepted it and was really committed to addressing it.  
 
One of the great advantages of group coaching is the vicarious experience of seeing others’ 
lives and issues unfold in a fashion with which one can relate.  While ‘ahas’ often happen 
when an individual is in the ‘coaching chair’, there is equal opportunity for insight when 
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someone else is being coached. That person might act as a mirror reflecting one’s own 
strengths or weaknesses, or the polar opposite. Thus group coaching offers a myriad of both 
direct and indirect opportunities for personal insights and breakthroughs.  
 
In group coaching, spontaneous examples of the group’s own duality inevitably emerge.  
One day while working with a group of five senior leaders from a financial service company 
we observed in real time how duality in the room could trigger a shift toward dynamic 
equilibrium.  Although everyone on the surface appeared similar: male, 40s, international, 
highly educated, a common corporate culture, their view of themselves and how to achieve 
their goals was vastly different. 
 
John was an affable and driven International Manager. He had been with the international 
financial organisation for 20 years and typically worked 14 hours a day. John had worked his 
way to the top of the pyramid by adhering to the party line. He was there to be a company 
man and he was.  He moved countries every two to three years, uprooting his family in the 
process, and was duly rewarded both financially and in terms of his stature within the 
organisation.  He had, of course, a Blackberry and he used it like an extension of his hand.  
John was always in touch with his CEO and he always delivered the agreed upon mandate 
for him.  They had a great relationship and he enjoyed his job and the people he worked with.  
As he was continually praised for his loyalty to the firm and his attention to detail a virtuous 
circle was created and he kept doing more.  He was happy and expressive and no-one was 
surprised that his results were, by and large, glowing.  
 
As John talked the others listened.  Some other participants asked some questions to lightly 
probe into some of the 360° comments about his delegation.  John was always ready with a 
credible response.  He effortlessly deflected the group’s enquiry.  He said that that was he was 
responding to the demands of the CEO or the criticality of the situation as he thought best.  
 
Sometimes in group coaching, the first participant, particularly the extraverted volunteer, 
wants to get the ice-breaking process over with. They are keen to establish their place in the 
hierarchy of the group and to let everyone know that they are ‘OK’ and open.  Sometimes this 
sort of participant is in for a shock later as other members of the group embrace the process, 
and start sharing more personal stories.  
 
This was the case with John when the third member of the group, Chua, started to speak.  He 
talked passionately and professionally about his work as well but it was clear that the main 
focal point of his life was his family.  When we came to the feedback provided by the GELI, 
Chua, like John, had very high scores.  The only difference being that Chua also scored highly 
in the ‘Life Balance’ and ‘Resilience to Stress’ dimensions. John casually commented, 
somewhat sarcastically, ”Gee - you sure get to spend a lot of time with your family.  How do 
you manage that? I wish I had your job!”  Chua explained “Well, I used to be a bit like you, 
John – working long hours and treating my job as the most important thing in my life.  Then, 
one day my wife called me at work.  Our eight year old boy was dead.  He’d been hit in the 
head by a cricket ball at sport and killed instantly.”  
 
Chua’s story echoed around the room in the silence that followed. There was no need for him 
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to explain further how or why he had changed his priorities.  He had already described his 
balanced lifestyle and we had seen it in his 360° data.  What was also readily apparent 
though, was that his career had not suffered.  He was clearly seen, as indicated by the 360° 
feedback, as a role model within the organisation. 
 
John was particularly affected by Chua’s story.  He shared that, in fact, one of his children had 
learning difficulties. Moving country every few years had been hard on the family and, not 
always being able to find the right teacher for their daughter had exacerbated the situation.  
John admitted that, when he was at home or on holidays, he was rarely able to be 
emotionally present with his family in the way he and they would like him to be – he was either 
still mentally at the office or had his Blackberry at hand.  
 
John experienced an “aha” moment based on a synergy of opposites. His original impression 
of Chua as being a bit laid back and perhaps insufficiently driven gave way to an 
understanding of Chua’s behaviour and choices, and indeed his own.  One of the great 
strengths of the group coaching process is the sharing of experiences within the group.  No 
doubt John had already in his life heard numerous horror stories of family tragedies, yet had 
dismissed them or put them aside.  In fact, most of us do - to do anything else could become 
almost crippling.  But when a peer takes a risk and says, “I used to be like you” it changes the 
way you hear the story. The story becomes more personal, allowing participants like John to 
look into the looking glass of who they could become if they choose to remain static. 
 
Similar scenarios are not uncommon in our group executive coaching.  Two of the leadership 
competencies in the Global Executive Leadership Inventory (GELI) – ‘Life Balance’ and 
‘Resilience to Stress’ are included in recognition that great leaders have balance – there are 
other priorities of significance and importance in their lives.  They understand the need for 
both ‘effort’ and ‘rest’, and often reveal that some of their work-related insights or ideas 
happen when they are away from the job – running, relaxing and so on.  As work issues 
transfer from the conscious to the subconscious mind, more regions of the brain become 
activated.  Resilience and Life Balance are areas in which we often see this duality of 
opposites in group coaching.  Some executives wear their stress as a badge of honour; others 
feel overwhelmed.  It can be both eye opening and encouraging for such participants when 
someone in the group has crossed the Rubicon and successfully created personal boundaries 
without damaging their career. 

 

The Role of Trust in Working with Duality  
 

Our experience and research has shown that there are specific factors that enhance the 
effectiveness of Group Executive Coaching.  Some of the most fundamental are: 
 

o rapport and trust between all coachees, and between the coachees and the coach 

o the mindset of coachees, their willingness to self-disclose and their commitment to 
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contribute to their own and fellow coachees’ growth. 

 

All of these factors are elements of a powerful exploration of duality. 

 

Trust is crucial.  Once it is established you can begin to notice and explore duality, and 
perceive its positive potential.  Without trust, when faced with duality, people tend to become 
limited by their defensive perspective.  Trust broadens the view of the periscope, allowing for 
more engaged observation of the other.  Although duality is continually at play in all of our 
lives, it is only when we are able either to step back and view it, or move in and play with it 
that we are able to assimilate its lessons.  In a safe environment, we are more to likely to 
become curious, to appreciate the potential within duality, rather than deny, fear or resent it. 

 

In The Air Institute’s 2008 GEC survey, building trust and rapport was the top unsolicited critical 
success factor (23% of respondents).  Building a strong bond serves a multitude of purposes 
and is the cornerstone of the coaching experience.  Without trust, latent duality can remain 
unobserved, or be experienced as an irritation. Trust allows the dynamic of duality to flourish 
and become a positive force for insights. 
 
Creative, yet probing ‘ice-breakers’ are a non-threatening way of fostering the self-disclosure 
essential for effective group coaching.  This allows the group coaching experience to 
supersede the structured work environment in which many executives operate daily.  Guiding 
corporate individuals into a more ‘right brain’ perspective - through an activity such as 
drawing, building, using symbolic metaphors or storytelling - encourages coachees to delve 
into the emotional and creative aspects of their brain. When dealing with executives from 
highly structured, top down organisations, who are used to applying primarily their left (logical) 
brain, such an activity not only disrupts their normal styles of operation but also allows the 
individuals to bond as a unit. This is a necessary and sometimes challenging shift to make for 
more integrated and balanced ways of interacting.  Thus, we address the dynamic qualities of 
duality from the very start of the group coaching process. 
 
It is during this phase that the group learns about core coaching values and is exposed to the 
concepts of respectful questioning, genuine curiosity, deep listening and, most importantly, 
suspending judgement. Each of these attributes is essential for the exploration of duality.  
Within the first few hours, group coaching addresses each facet of David Maister’s ‘Trust 
Equation’vii, particularly Intimacy, which is often the most neglected dimension in corporate 
life: 
 

Trust = Reliability + Credibility + Intimacy 

                       Self Orientation 
 



Exploring Duality Through Group Executive Coaching 
©  2009 Air Institute Pte Ltd.  All rights reserved                                                                                                     page 9 
 

  

  Air Institute Pte Ltd  
102 Joo Chiat Terrace #02-05 Singapore 427256  M +65 9668 9553  T +65 6440 3348  E connect@theairinstitute.com 

Several other factors work in parallel with bonding, trust and dynamic equilibrium in the GEC 
success. One, clearly, is the coach’s expertise; the other is the mindset of each individual in 
the group.  A group coach must be able to move fluidly between coach and facilitator roles, 
continually calibrating. The energy and emotion of the group must continually be calibrated 
to maintain an atmosphere in which risks can be safely taken so that growth may occur.  In 
addition coachees must be open to embarking upon the journey into the uncharted territory 
of one’s own ‘inner theatre’viii. 
 
As INSEAD Professor Manfred Kets-de-Vries explains, “our inner theatre results from a 
combination of nature and nurture. Although our brains are genetically hard-wired with 
certain instinctual behaviour patterns, this wiring isn’t irrevocably fixed.  Through the nature-
nurture interface, highly complex motivational need systems determine the unique inner 
theatre of the individual – the stage on which the major themes that define the person are 
played out.” ix 
 

Group Executive Coaching helps access the inner theatre that is the hidden driver for the 
behaviours that leaders display on their public stage, the corporate arena.   It is here that the 
leader also gets a glimpse of the inner theatre within others, thereby gaining greater insight, 
knowledge and compassion.  With this greater awareness leadership not only becomes more 
effective, but also more likely to be supported by colleagues.  

 

The ‘Effort’ and ‘Rest’ Dynamic 
 

As the group coaching day progresses, each participant spends time in ‘coaching chair’, 
sharing their 360-degree feedback data and being coached.  It is in this chair that most 
participants expect to experience their peak learning and insights.  It is interesting to note, 
however, that sometimes even greater insight occurs after the participant has been in the 
coaching chair, while they are observing and coaching others.   

 

This phenomenon is similar to the ‘effort’ versus ‘rest’ approach to muscle building. Athletes do 
intensive workouts alternating with days of rest.  It is actually during these rest periods that the 
muscles do their growing.  So too, in group coaching, the executive effectively does his or her 
‘work out’ – thinking and reflecting  - while in the coaching chair.  Out of the chair, the ‘effort’ 
is over and it can be in this ‘resting’ phase that further insights pop up.  

 

These out-of-the chair insights are often triggered by a realisation of mirroring or opposites with 
the others that follow in the coaching chair. Pop-up insights do not, however, happen for 
everyone.  In our group coaching experience, we have observed that they tend to occur with 
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participants who are truly engaged in the group coaching process and who seem to have a 
lower ‘self-orientation’, in terms of the Trust Equation.   

 

People with high self-orientation appear more interested in and focussed upon themselves 
rather than others.  According to Maister et al, this could include, inter alia, signs of selfishness, 
self-consciousness, a need to appear on top of things, a desire to jump to the conclusion, a 
desire to be right, a desire to appear intelligent.  In our experience, the executive with high 
self-orientation might learn when in the coaching chair when it is ‘about me”; however, they 
are more likely to switch off from the process when they are no longer being personally 
coached.  When they are out of the coaching chair, they seem less likely to contribute in a 
non-advisory way to the coaching or to draw personal insights from other’s experiences.  
Perhaps too much self-orientation prevents them from recognising or accepting duality either 
within themselves, within a situation, or between themselves and others.  

 

Group coaching will, at times, bring forth experiences and issues, which may not have been 
previously articulated by the individual, let alone acknowledged and shared publicly.  In such 
situations the individual may have a cathartic abreaction. This human response can be very 
powerful and affirming in a small group coaching context.  Today, it is a rare occasion that an 
executive feels sufficiently safe and supported to risk such vulnerability. This is often a milestone 
experience that helps the individual move forward in a new way, and incorporates the 
qualities of empathy and acceptance into their leadership identity.  The willingness to 
undertake self-disclosure has the effect of deepening the trust within the group, and it 
reinforces the role of Intimacy in the Trust Equation. 
 
 

How Duality Manifests Itself in Groups 
 

“Life is so made that opposites sway about a trembling centre of balance.” 

 DH Lawrence 

 

The three main ways that duality tends to manifest itself in groups is: 

o Mirroring 
o Tension between Opposites 
o Synergy between Opposites 
 

Firstly, Mirroring can take place in response to a personality trait or behaviour. How often have 
you been randomly allocated or found a partner in group situations, only to find yourself with 
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someone coming to terms with the very same issue as yourself.  The power of such mirroring is 
amplified in Group Coaching.   For example, when someone in the coaching chair is in denial 
about something, it is obvious to those observing.  Another participant with a similar 
personality trait will see it more easily in the other person than himself or herself and thinks “Oh 
my god, that’s me!”  This happens when the coachee can relate to either the other 
participant in the coaching chair, or the ‘someone else’ in the participant’s tale.  

 

In group coaching, work issues also provide ample opportunity for Mirroring to occur and, on 
its reflection, to accelerate bonding and learning.  On the surface individuals may appear 
very different in regards to their leadership style, personality, or culture.  Often, however, they 
find a common voice on an issue or challenge that connects them, ultimately creating a 
mirror from which to see an apparent reflection. 

 

One day at the INSEAD Global Leadership Centre, Singapore we were working with the 
regional partners in a global consulting firm.  The participants were all of a similar age but 
were ethnographically very different. There were four men - a New Zealander, Japanese, 
Indian, Taiwanese - and a woman from Mauritius.  They all worked in different practice areas 
of the firm. 

 

A pair that seemed to have, on the surface, a greater degree of challenge was the New 
Zealander, Nick, and the Japanese executive, Nabuki-san.  Nick was very much an expressive 
extrovert and indeed somewhat brash in his opinions and delivery.  In contrast, Nabuki-san 
was relatively quiet and spent the first half of the day observing without making too many 
comments.  At first glance they were very different yet when the Indian partner started to talk 
about his challenges in managing Generation Y staff, these two seemingly opposite people 
found a remarkably similar organisational challenge.  What for other members of the group 
was an irritating management issue became, for these two, a point of connection and an 
opportunity for greater understanding.  

 

Through their respective struggles with Generation Y, they found a common bond which lead 
to discussion of an organisation wide challenge.  As the group reflected upon this issue they all 
realised that the rapid promotion that had been taking place amongst their direct reports was 
ultimately to the firm’s detriment.  Many employees were being promoted beyond their 
technical capabilities and were out of their depth in client management.  As the firm’s 
leaders, they struggled to keep disenfranchised staff from leaving.  The partners gained a 
much richer perspective because of the internal dualities discovered within the group 
dynamic.  They left with the commitment to spend more time mentoring the firm’s younger 
professional staff. 
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Without the Group Executive Coaching process and the high level of trust it engendered, 
these two very different executives would not have explored this terrain.  Their combined 
understanding of the issue at a deep and group level allowed: 

 

o isolation to be overturned with the individuals involved feeling connected and understood 
in a disconnected corporate world 

o efforts to be made that enhanced understanding, exploration and problem solving, and 
o specific actions to be put in place that strategically addressed the firm’s needs 
 

 

 

 Tension Between Opposites 

 

 

             “If one does not understand a person, one tends to regard them as a fool.”  

Carl Jung 

 
“I just don’t suffer fools gladly.” How many times have we heard an executive say this? It is 
usually those with strong pacesetting styles, relatively lower emotional intelligence, and/or the 
so called ‘alpha males’ (Ludeman & Erlandson, 2004)  ‘The alphas… think very fast, and this 
rapid processing can prevent them from listening to others – especially those who don’t 
communicate in alpha-speak.  Their impatience can cause them to miss subtle but important 
details.  Alphas, moreover, have opinions about everything, and they rarely admit that those 
opinions might be wrong or incomplete.”x  
 
In our experience, 360 degree feedback often provides rich examples of respondees citing an 
executive’s failure to listen or to act impatiently, arrogantly and even rudely. These responses 
are sometimes quite strongly worded, as if it the individual is relieved to finally get a chance to 
be heard.   The most common executive reactions to such feedback are either firstly, total 
surprise that they have been perceived in this way or secondly, almost a seeming pride….”yes, 
I know, I shouldn’t… but I think fast and people can’t keep up with me.  I’m impatient and I 
don’t suffer fools gladly.” In the second scenario, they accept the feedback as true, but deny 
the real impact of their behaviour by indicating that, while it may not be ideal, it is justifiable.  
Such executives, however, are usually missing out on the input and expertise of a whole array 
of people who have much to contribute.  
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The interplay of opposites can be a powerful component of the group process. Chances are 
that, when at least four people work together, there will be a pair who is diametrically 
opposed to each other on some level.  Often one coachees’ weakness is another one’s 
strength, demonstrating either the extreme or the shadow side of the same characteristic.  
 

Interpersonal friction is an enormous source for potential.  Just as massaging a knotted muscle 
increases blood flow, interpersonal metamorphosis occurs by engaging and working with 
tension between people.  Emotion is released or changes, allowing something more vibrant 
and transformational to emerge. 

 

The instinctual reactions to conflict or friction are to: 

o deny  
o move away from or avoid 
o defuse or smooth over, and 
o confront and destroy.   
 

The new leadership paradigm is to engage the tension and work with respect and fluidity 
towards dynamic equilibrium, so that opposing elements become mutualities.  

 

 

Synergy between Opposites 

 

 

       “The meeting of two personalities is like the contact of two chemical substances: if 
there is any reaction, both are transformed.” 

Carl Jung 

 

 

Wherever there is tension between opposites, there is opportunity for synergy.  Those at 
opposite poles benefit from the counterbalance of their respective strengths and weaknesses.  
The role of the coach is to support and allow the participants to learn at the level to which 
they are willing and ready to go.  This can happen either in step-like way, building sequentially 
on each insight, or seemingly spontaneously.  The latter occurs when the individual has had 
ample opportunity for recognition of the opposites and their interplay and is aware of this 
polarity going into the coaching situation – even if they haven’t yet articulated or embraced 
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it.  There are three levels of learning from the synergy of opposites: 

 

Learning From the Synergy of Opposites 

 

Level 0 
 

Non-acceptance of the Opposite 
“S/he’s weird / stupid / annoying.” 

Level 1 
 

Acceptance of the Opposite 
“We’re different, and that’s OK’ 

Level 2 Acceptance of Own Shadow Side 
“I really understand how that side of me upsets 
others.” 

Level 3 Active Synergy & Integration 
‘I now do XYZ to understand the other and 
explore the synergies in the situation.’ 

 

 

Level 1 in synergy development is acceptance of the opposite.  At this level, people think: 
“This guy is OK, even though he’s so different”.  Because you get much greater insight into 
fellow participants in the GEC process than you do in an everyday business transaction, you 
get to understand what really ‘makes them tick.’  In this environment, differences and 
polarities are much more likely to become matters of interest and intrigue, rather than 
frustration or amusement.  

 

 

                     “Knowing your own darkness is the best method for dealing with the 
darkness of other people.”  

Carl Jung 

 

Level 2 of synergy development is acceptance of one’s own shadow side.  At this level, the 
individual comprehends.  “Now I can understand how much that side of me really frustrates / 
alienates / annoys people.” For level 2 learning, emotion is the linch pin that leads to greater 
understanding. This is an ‘aha’ moment. 
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Building on the Level 1 acceptance that differences are a given, synergy is the result of 
recognising one’s own emotions and behaviours, and coming to terms with the fact that 
others are as equally frustrated and emotionally charged by the differences. It is often the 
observation of another coachee’s emotional reaction to polarity, or the emotion of someone 
in their story that triggers the ‘pop’ of a level 2 insight. 

 

Level 3 involves incorporation of newfound awareness into a sustained behavioural shift.  This 
involves making a true commitment to change and acting upon it.  Seeking assistance and 
feedback on both progress and slip-backs are behaviours indicative of changes learned 
through the coaching process becoming integrated into the leader.  

 

In a group coaching day in Singapore with six banking executives from around the world, 
there was much discussion from the predominantly extroverted group.  Sanjay, an 
‘introverted’ participant, although clearly engaged, had noticeably little airtime compared to 
his colleagues.  Fairly early on, the coach started to ask – “And what are your thoughts, 
Sanjay?” Each time, Sanjay would neatly summarise and provide a definitive observation or 
question in a laser-like one or two sentences.   
 
The first time, the group fell silent, startled by the usually quiet Sanjay’s insight, the second time 
they started to laugh and said, “He’s good!”  The third time Sanjay was asked for his input, he 
paused and said, “Well, I just have one question…” and then delivered a question that cut to 
the core of the issue and shifted the group significantly in a different direction.  The group 
laughed, “He’s really good!”  The breakthrough, however, came when the ‘extraverts’ were 
just about to launch into their usual discourse. One executive stopped mid sentence: 
“Actually… Sanjay… it would be great if you could save us all a lot off hot air and time and tell 
us what’s your take on this?”  The group then worked to with Sanjay to help him develop 
strategies for volunteering his views, observations and questions more readily, without having 
to wait for an explicit invitation.  
 
Each ‘side’ had changed.  Sanjay learned that he had a tendency to sit back and deprive 
people of his input, which actually frustrated some group members. The extroverts learned 
that they would at times benefit from keeping quiet and allowing others to speak, so that they 
could gain from their contributions and insights. 

 

Duality Across Cultures 
 

If you observe duality through an ethnographic lens, you will find the same themes of 
Mirroring, tension and synergy that you would have found elsewhere (for example, in 
personality, gender, generations) simply played out on a cross-cultural stage.  In fact, all but 
one of the case examples in this chapter depict the dynamic interplay between executives 
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who came from different geographies and cultures.   
 
At INSEAD, Singapore, the majority of Group Executive Coaching involves leaders from highly 
diverse cultures.  In a small group of four to six executives, it is not unusual to have participants 
from three to four continents in the one room.  
 
The theme of duality is by no means a new concept in the study of culture. Geert Hofstede’s 
study of over 70 culturesxi, which started in 1967, led him to identify five dimensions5 in which 
cultures varied. Each was an example of duality. Similarly, Trompenaars and Hampden-Turnerxii 
identified eight dichotomous orientations6, some overlapping with Hofstede’s. 
 
Each of these dimensions represent powerful tools for working with diverse cultures in Group 
Executive Coaching.  Since duality is at play in multicultural groups – within and between 
coaching participants, in the narratives they relate and in the 360 degree feedback, a good 
knowledge of the cultural variation is a great asset for effective group coaching.   
 

In Air’s 2008 GEC survey, professional coaches were asked about the pros and cons of working 
with cross-cultural groups.  Diversity was quoted as the main advantage of cross-cultural 
groups by 29% of respondents.  All commented, however, on common themes of shared 
communication and understanding.  
 

o "Different perspectives and points of view are always enriching.  However one of the 
beauties is getting people to realize that the basic needs and wants of humans expand 
neatly across varied cultures." 

o "Celebrating differences and learning more about how others think, feel, work and live" 

o "Diverse groups share same problems - enlightenment!" 

o "Learning, respecting other cultures; recognizing similarities; celebrating sameness" 

 

Diversity, however, is not always seen as a positive by coaches. Some 27% of respondents 
stated that “less effective communication’ was the biggest disadvantage when coaching 
cross-cultural groups, taking into account language barriers.  Misunderstandings such as 
‘same words different meaning’, message dilution and missed cues all undermine effective 
communication between cultures. For example, one respondee commented, “Language 

                                                        
5 Hofstede’s five cultural dimensions are: Power Distance (equality vs inequality), Individualism 
vs Collectivism, Masculinity vs Femininity, Uncertainty Avoidance vs Acceptance) and Long-
term vs Short Term Orientation 
 
6 Trompenaars’ & Hampden-Turner’s cultural orientations are: 1) Universalism vs Particularism 2) 
Communitarianism vs Individualism 3) Neutral vs Emotional 4) Diffuse vs Specific 5) Achievement vs 
Ascription 6) Inner vs Outer Control 7) Time Orientation – Past, Present, Future and 8) Time Orientation – 
Sequential vs Synchronistic 
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may mean different things depending on your frame of reference and where you learned the 
language. You may think you are speaking the same language, but how it is used can create 
cultural clashes.” 
 

‘Cultural difference’ was named as a disadvantage by 15% of survey respondents.  This 
includes such cultural factors as ‘losing face’, the ingrained reticence of some cultures, the 
dominant/submissive behaviours of certain cultures, or the fact that a troubling issue to some 
may not be perceived as a problem in other cultures.  Some of these disadvantages can be 
alleviated through the coach’s intercultural understanding and their group facilitation skills. 
 

To hone our initial exploration of Group Executive Coaching issues in Asia, we compared and 
contrasted the set-up and rapport building phase of four recent assignments in the region: 
 

o Four Japanese executives from a high tech manufacturing company;  

o Six Thai executives from a large industrial conglomerate;  

o Four British executives in an international bank in Asia; and 

o Five non-Asian executives from different countries and organisations. 

 

We found that, in the Japanese and Thai groups, building intimacy and trust required a slower 
pace and greater patience. Linked to this was the issue of the coach being viewed as the 
guru or expert, with the authority and ‘responsibility’ to provide ‘the answers’ to coachees.  
This is particularly common in Confucian based societies and in cultures where institutions can 
exert a somewhat parental influence over its people. In such contexts, it is even more 
important for the coach to establish professional credibility up front; to then explain the critical 
success factors (which effectively become the rules of engagement); and to actively embody 
the desired coaching skills.  
 
When working with the British and non-Asian executive groups, trust and collaboration was 
established more readily between participants. As the icebreaking process later revealed, 
however, this seeming intimacy can be merely a social nicety and relatively superficial in 
reality. The self-disclosure process created greater intimacy and interpersonal commitment, 
which then allowed for safer revelation of core issues. 
 
With some Asian groups, the coach needs to lead the initial ‘curious questioning’ for a longer 
period of time than with many non-Asian groups. The coach’s questioning may need to be 
more focussed, persistent and, at times, directive with an Asian group in the early stages. The 
self-disclosure offered by some Asian coachees can be more indirect and layered, therefore 
requiring more questions to get to the deeper level, much like sequential separation of 
mataryoshka (Russian dolls), until we uncover the core issue. 
 
The coaching tenet of ‘enlightenment through questions’– a cornerstone of both Buddhist 
philosophy and the Socratic Method - is often far removed from the everyday ways of 
operating in traditional, hierarchical cultures – whether they be corporate or ethnographic, 
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Asian or non-Asian. 
 
Of the many topics with which our group coachees in Asia grapple with, some of the more 
common issues include: 
 

o Traditional conservative cultures interfacing with international corporate philosophies 
and ways of working e.g. Japan with Life Balance, Saudi Arabia with trust, secrecy & 
transparency 

o Differences between generations and cultures in and between dynamic emerging 
markets with strong tradition based cultures (such as Vietnam, India, China) versus 
established economies. 

In any culture, it is a challenge for both parties when an older person reports into a younger 
manager.  Add strong cultural expectations and values regarding hierarchy and an even 
greater challenge presents itself. This challenge is an increasingly common issue for Asians 
working in multinational organisations, especially in emerging Asian markets. It can cause 
people to lose face and even derail teams.  The struggle can, on occasion, surface during 
group coaching in Asia where coachees from different generations are participating. An 
older executive can sometimes find it insulting to be in the same coaching group, being seen 
as a peer with a younger executive – it can feel like a demotion or a slap in the face.  
 
It is equally awkward for the young executive wanting to, on the one hand, show respect for 
the older colleague, and on the other, to be an active participant, to challenge the status 
quo and to be visibly connected to the international corporate community.  We’ve found this 
phenomenon to be most extreme in dynamic and emerging economies such as Vietnam, 
China and India where the traditional cultures are still highly conservative and believe in 
honouring and obeying elders. In these situations, the coach needs to allow both parties to 
reflect, express and discuss. Sometimes this is the first time the issue has been openly 
acknowledged and shared, particularly publicly. 
 
Historically, cross cultural research focussed on highlighting differences between cultures.  
More recently, there has been a shift to identifying and focussing on similarities.  Dynamic 
equilibrium is the third way, the integration of these two viewpoints.  It is not simply about what 
is the same and what is different, but rather, the very mutuality of human existence. 

 

Duality Across Generations 
 

“For every force, there is an equal and opposing force.” 

Isaac Newton (Third Law of Motion) 
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Cross-generational disconnect is a key issue in many corporations and a challenge that many 
leaders face. This is particularly exaggerated in some of the developing cultures of Asia where 
traditional agrarian and trade based economies are being replaced by industrialised and 
service economies.    

 
In Air’s 2008 global GEC Survey, 64% of respondents reported a high degree of relevance 
when coaching multi generational groups. Some of the key differences between the 
generational groups, as noted by our respondents can be seen in the Table below: 
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Differences between Generations 

 

Key Differences Explanation 
Difference in work/life 
balance 

Generation Y wants more balance, Baby Boomers 
tend to put work first 

Expectations Generation Y wants immediate results 

Patience Generation X and Y are less patient than Baby 
Boomers 

Openness Baby Boomers are less open than Generation X and Y 

Understand coaching Generation Y less fearful of process 
 

 

The tension between generations is illustrated in the following survey comments:   

 

o “Gen Y expect more Life Balance than Gen X; Risk taking, sense of urgency & 
impatience in Gen Y" 

o “Elder people develop more self-defence mechanisms, less open to feedback. Younger 
people are more hungry to improve, but also more ambitious to be ‘perfect’” 

o "Under 30s seem to focus more on social and [work/life] balance issues - less willing to sell 
their souls for money" 

o "Boomers: seems we often begin with a bunch of stories, justifying why it's OK to be 
coached/get coaching, how they are 'ready' for coaching at this time, etc.  With 
Millennials / Gen Y my experience has been that they 'show up' from minute one 
already 'getting' the concept of coaching and ready to dive in and get moving." 

 

It is important to note, however, that this trend is not observed across the board globally.  
Young executives in some parts of Asia, for example, significantly lack work life balance yet 
neither expect nor seek it.   

 

The possibility for synergy in this duality between generations is clear from the following survey 
comments: 

 

o “Coming to a place where each generation is listening to the other” 

o “Setting an expectation of equality across the group and valuing the contributions of 
all” 
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o "Teaching from both sides.  A great way to engage older generations as they mentor 
the younger up and comings and the younger generation teaching the older group 
about how they think, technology etc.  It's a fantastic energy and really promotes 
engagement." 

 

Twenty years ago, the cross-generational model in organisations was the older, wiser, senior 
executive selecting and grooming his protégé or liege on his journey upwards through the 
ranks.  As organisations have flattened, however, with whole layers removed, the bandwidth 
between ‘king’ and ‘knight’ has widened exponentially.  As a result, a step up is now usually a 
leap – with the ‘knight’ meeting, on landing, a far steeper learning curve and very reduced 
expected time to prowess and mastery.  There are also fewer people around with the time, 
inclination and skills to mentor.  In the increasingly competitive executive space, experiences 
that work to build trust and honest dialogue are fewer and far between, at the very time when 
more is needed.  It’s no wonder cross-generation relationships in the workplace are fraught 
with tension and frustration.   

 

When ‘young’ and ‘older’ leaders meet in Group Executive Coaching, however, the public 
articulation of these inner frustrations, and the observance of ’the other’ in a more truthful and 
authentic expression of themselves, turns collision into understanding, and tension into synergy.  
The dynamic in the space between opposites becomes an adventure rather than a battle.  

 

Duality Across Genders  
To return to the iconic symbol of yin yang, there is no more basic duality than that of so-called 
‘masculine’ energy (yang) and its ‘feminine‘ counterpoint (yin).  In a discussion of the power 
of duality in group executive coaching it would be impossible not to touch on this subject.   

When effectively utilised, yin yang duality leads to powerful interaction and results - both within 
the individual and in the group dynamic.  It is about the balancing of these different energies, 
qualitatively and when, at times, a dramatic shift in energy is needed, quantitatively.   

In Air’s 2008 Group Executive Coaching survey, 54% of respondents observed gender 
differences in their executive coaching groups.  Specifically, 
 

 
Females were seen to:  Males were seen to: 
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o Be more open; 
o Be comfortable with the group 

coaching process;  
o Talk more freely about emotions;  
o Be very active in the process; 
o Be better listeners; and 
o Adopt a more holistic approach to 

common goals. 

o Be more guarded;  
o Be less comfortable talking about 

emotions in a group situation, 
although were more likely to open 
up with women in the group; 

o Be keen to “get the problem sorted 
out and get on with things”; and 

o More focussed on getting ahead 
individually. 

One respondee noted; “Some [gender based differences] in the Arab community - Women 
are seen differently to men – i.e.: the leadership positions are mainly taken by men, yet 
pleased to see that is changing in Dubai and more programmes are being designed to 
empower women.” 

We recently led a day of group coaching with a Middle Eastern company that illustrated this 
very point.  In one group, we had four male participants and the lone female, Ridah, in the 
overall group of 34 executives.  Ridah stood out as an example of a new paradigm that is 
developing in the Arab business world - the Western educated Arab woman.  For women like 
Ridah, there are several different dimensions of duality being played out simultaneously.  Firstly, 
and most superficially, she is female and the rest of her colleagues are male - in a culture 
where being a woman is vastly differently than being female in the west. 

Beneath the surface, however, a more subtle tension is in evidence.  For Ridah, going to work, 
in itself, was perceived by some of the men in the defiance to some of the more conservative 
segments of her culture as an act of defiance in itself.  Ridah, like a growing number of Arab 
women is a product of two cultures.  She was born in the USA and grew up in Texas.  When she 
turned 16 her family returned to The Middle East.  She was loyal to the majority of her cultural 
traditions but others, such as not having a career, chaffed against valued aspects of her 
western upbringing. 

Although Ridah scored highly in most of the dimensions in she was surprisingly low in the area 
of rewarding/feedback.  She was viewed as a rising star by many within her organisation yet 
she received far more feedback on her “too tough” and “aggressive” stance than any of her 
male counterparts.  Her respondents perceived her as being not “compassionate enough” or 
“sensitive”.  Far from the stereotypical view of woman leaders in the previous Table, Ridah was 
seen as being too ‘male’. 

This feedback was difficult for her to hear.  Ridah felt so female compared to the ‘other’ within 
the context of her organisation and culture, and, no doubt, by western standards was 
somewhat restrained.  She fought a lot of her feedback, relying upon the well-trod excuse that 
she was trying to be professional and the others weren’t.  Interestingly, it was one of the men in 
the group who took the risk of stating the obvious ’elephant in the room’ and asked her if she 
felt was being treated differently because of her gender.   He continued, asking whether or 
not she may have been acting a particular way because of her gender.  In some way this 
served as a inviting trigger for Ridah, giving her ‘permission’ to consider and explore the more 
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‘female’ part of her.  She responded by reconnecting to her yang, generally held, 
perceptions of female behaviour.  Ridah explained her upbringing in the US, her role as a 
mother, the challenges she faced.  Most importantly she spoke of how much harder she had 
to work at being heard.  The men were highly supportive of her.  Perhaps, as fathers of 
daughters (which they all had), they had seized a chance to interact in a way with Ridah that 
would not have taken place in their organisation and, in so doing, set a course for a more 
modern world for their progeny, colleagues and staff. 

Ridah returned to her role more energised and with the support of four key peers from her 
group. Although, we were unable to follow-up on and see if the shifts that took place at IGLC 
could be sustained when she returned to a less nurturing eco system, the group nonetheless 
had a unique experience that would not have taken place without a group coaching 
intervention.                 
 

Respondents also noted there were differences in how the genders behaved when coaching 
a mixed group as opposed to a single sex group, although mixed groups tended to be male 
dominated.  
 
Some respondents observed that females tend to over compensate in mixed groups, acting 
either too ‘macho’ or too subservient.  Their presence, however, sometimes meant that group 
became more comfortable in the “emotional realm”, for example: 
 

o “In a group with one female, the men find it hard to address her in their language, men 
find it difficult to deal with female emotions, females find it difficult to level, see 
themselves on the same level, females have the tendency to either show too much 
macho behaviour or too much of behaviour which is described by words as modest, 
shy, silent, observant, but inwardly angry, fighting, feeling neglected etc.” 

o “Female execs/leaders tend to be more open, naming and working with emotions; and 
when women are present in the group, the overall group ends up more comfortable in 
the emotional realm, more quickly than if I'm working with only males.” 

 

Culture-based Gender Differences 
 

Some respondents believed that the gender differences were mainly culturally based, 
especially in those cultures where women were not seen as leaders.  These women would 
tend to be less forthcoming and participatory, especially in mixed groups.  For those cultures 
where there are more women executives there tended to be less difference in behaviour.  
Perhaps this is because, to have reached that phase, the organisational culture is likely to 
have already engaged in a robust discourse on the differences between men and women, 
and to have reached some level of dynamic equilibrium between genders in the workplace. 

We are currently witnessing these pendulum swings in world politics.  Such shifts remind us that, 
in both the symbolic yin yang and in pragmatic ‘masculine’/ ’feminine’ expressions, the 
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‘opposing dot’ in the hemisphere is just as powerful as the hemisphere itself.  It is knowing that 
‘the dot’, will at some point, transform and evolve to become the hemisphere, and vice versa, 
that is the very essence of duality, dynamic equilibrium, and gender energy and relations. 
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Conclusion: From Duality To Synergy 
 

 

                   “If we want everything to remain as it is, it will be necessary for everything 
to change.”  

Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa 

 

Tancredi Falconeri speaks these words in the novel ‘The Leopard’.  He is addressing his aging 
uncle, the worldly and charismatic Prince of Salina - Don Fabrizio Corbera.   He is commenting 
on the shifting times that they are living in - the transformation of Italy from a series of princely 
states to a unified republic. Tancredi understands that, in order for his family to remain 
influential and relevant, they must change.  

 

So too today’s leaders must be willing to change if they are to remain influential and relevant.  
They are faced with a landscape undergoing a tectonic shift - the post-Internet world.  In it, 
communication is uncensored, fluid and constant.  The top-down leadership models that 
thrived when information was highly controlled have a shrinking and increasingly ineffective 
place in today’s highly matrixed and global corporations.  The leader who is comfortable 
navigating this ambiguous and often dualistic world, may not get every decision right, but will 
have the hearts and minds of his/her team, and therefore their motivation and heightened 
discretionary effort that ultimately leads to results. 

 

The dynamics of duality express themselves through the mirroring and interplay of opposites - 
behaviour, capabilities and styles – within and between the individuals in the various groups 
and teams that constitute an organisation.  The reflective space and process of 
understanding these nuances in the group coaching context increases the awareness of the 
individual when they return to the workplace, sharpening their sensitivity and acuity in 
observing and addressing the inherent potential that lies within complementary and 
contradictory stances.  

 

Group Executive Coaching is one method of highlighting duality and establishing a dynamic 
equilibrium that, when harnessed effectively, leads to individual integrity and a corporation 
that is holistic, sustainable and creative. It creates a microcosm of an organisation and the 
interplay of its numerous human dynamics.  GEC encourages executives to publicly articulate 
their inner dialogue, thereby fostering trust and releasing their authentic leadership.  This often 
leads to accelerated returns in performance, both for the individual and ultimately their 
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organisation.  
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