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2 A conversation analytical approach to a/symmetries

Camilla Lindholm, Tampere University
Leealaura Leskelä, Finnish Centre for Easy Language

Abstract

In everyday thinking, symmetry is often approached as a conventional and ordinary 
state of affairs: something we expect to encounter in normal everyday situations, for ex-
ample, in a conversation between two speakers with the same language skills. In con-
trast, asymmetry is commonly considered to be something unconventional and out of 
the ordinary taking place under special circumstances. This everyday thinking is, howe-
ver, challenged by Conversation Analysis, in which neither symmetry nor asymmetry is 
seen as a stable state of affairs but rather as processes in which the ordinary and unor-
dinary can vary from one moment to another.

Ordinariness is an ongoing achievement.
Harvey Sacks, 1984

This text presents symmetry and asymmetry from 
the point of departure of conversation analysis (CA). 
In everyday thinking, symmetry is often approached 
as a conventional and ordinary state of affairs: some-
thing we expect to encounter in normal everyday situ-
ations, for example, in a conversation between two 
speakers with the same language skills. In contrast, 
asymmetry is commonly considered to be something 
unconventional and out of the ordinary taking place 
under special circumstances, such as in interaction 
between two speakers who do not have the same le-
vel of language skills.

This everyday thinking is, however, challenged by CA, 
in which neither symmetry nor asymmetry is seen as 
a stable state of affairs but rather as processes in 
which the ordinary and unordinary can vary from one 
moment to another. To explain this a little more, let us 
consider a situation in which one participant is an 
adult native speaker of a language and the other is a 
language learner who may need linguistic support to 
participate. The imbalance between their language 
skills creates asymmetry, which, by common as-
sumption, constitutes a permanent barrier that wea-

kens their conversational cooperation remarkably. In 
CA, however, this imbalance is seen as something 
that may, occasionally, surface as relevant in the con-
versation, for example, if the language learner does 
not understand what the native speaker said and re-
quests help. At the next moment, however, when the 
difficulty in understanding is solved, the asymmetry 
between the speakers may disappear and lose its 
relevance to the participants. It was to this that Har-
vey Sacks, the founder and pioneer of CA, was refer-
ring when he said that “ordinariness is an ongoing 
achievement.” (Sacks 1984: 413–415)

Viewing a/symmetries as processes rather than sta-
ble states of affairs is also highlighted by the observa-
tion that both ordinary and unordinary features occur 
in all conversations. Although we can generally define 
what is expected, and thus ordinary, and what is unex-
pected and unordinary in interaction, the presence of 
unexpected features in a certain situation does not 
mean that this conversation is to be defined as unor-
dinary. For example, mutual understanding (referred 
to as intersubjectivity in CA) is a highly expected state 
of affairs between two speakers who have the same 
language skills, but as it happens, understanding 
troubles also occur in these conversations. Under-
standing troubles – though certainly more frequent in 



a conversation between speakers with asymmetric 
language skills – cannot be defined as a feature de-
fining one interaction as unordinary.

If unordinariness can occur in linguistically symme-
tric, ordinary conversations, and, on the other hand, a 
linguistically asymmetric conversation can, at least 
partly, proceed ordinarily, it is significant how the par-
ticipants handle these situations. Handling here re-
fers to how they manage to solve problems and nego-
tiate their participatory roles and what meaning they 
give to what they treat as expected or unexpected ac-
tion; thus, more generally, it concerns how symmetry 
and asymmetry are displayed, produced, and inter-
preted in the course of interactions. In CA research, 
these questions are approached more from the point 
of view of the realities shown by the participants in au-
thentic interaction than as philosophical or moral 
questions. It is, thus, not about whether a/symmetry 
is right or wrong, good or bad, acceptable or unac-
ceptable but what it is like for the participants experi-
encing it and how they orient themselves to it.

In this article, we examine the dilemma of a/symme-
try from a conversation analytical perspective. We fo-
cus especially on linguistic asymmetry, which we 
have studied in our research into conversations bet-
ween people with dementia and caregivers and bet-
ween people with intellectual disabilities and profes-
sionals working with them.

Conversation analysis, a/symmetries, 
and atypicality 

Initially, the primary research interest of CA was to 
study what people do with talk, how talk is used to 
perform everyday actions, and what the conse-
quences of these actions are (cf. Schegloff 1995). 
Thus, early CA research aimed at discovering the ba-
sic principles used by participants with similar lingu-
istic abilities to interpret each other’s actions. The as-
sumption was that participants who had the same 
kind of linguistic abilities and cultural backgrounds 
would implement these principles as uniformly as 
possible (e.g., cf. Heritage 1984). Soon, however, in-
terest also arose in such interactions where there are 
differences in the linguistic or cognitive abilities of the 
participants (for atypical interaction research in CA, 
see Wilkinson 2019). CA researchers became inte-
rested in conversations between speakers of first and 
second languages (e.g., cf. Kurhila 2003) and bet-
ween persons with aphasia and speech therapists or 
family members (e.g., cf. Laakso 1997; Goodwin 
2003). Later, the research on linguistically asymme-

tric interaction expanded into the areas of socio-emo-
tional disorders, such as autism spectrum disorder 
(cf. Maynard 2005; Sterponi and Fasulo 2010; Steva-
novic et al. 2017) and cognitive disorders, including 
dementia (cf. Guendouzi and Müller 2006; Lindholm 
2008; 2015; Mikesell 2009; Jansson and Plejert 2014; 
Jones 2013) and intellectual disabilities (e.g., cf. Anta-
ki, Finlay and Walton 2008; Antaki and Chinn 2019; 
Leskelä 2022).

Over the past two decades, a growing body of re-
search involving participants with communication 
problems has developed into a subfield of CA re-
search. This research is often referred to by the gene-
ral term atypical interaction. In an article published in 
2019, Ray Wilkinson demonstrated that CA research 
on atypical interactions often concentrates on pro-
blems in the progressivity of the conversation, atypi-
cal problems of understandability and hearing, and 
the production of atypical actions, such as confabula-
tions. The notion of atypical interactions partly over-
laps with the concept of asymmetric interactions, 
even though the notion of linguistic asymmetry also 
refers to interactions involving first-language and se-
cond-language speakers (cf. Leskelä and Lindholm 
forthcoming; Leskelä 2022).

According to the accumulating research findings on 
asymmetry and atypicality in interaction, it could be 
stated that linguistic asymmetry often, but not per-
manently and automatically, leads to the endanger-
ment of intersubjectivity between the participants. 
Sacks’ early statement of ordinariness as an ongoing 
achievement is, in a way, highlighted in reverse: unor-
dinariness is also an ongoing process in a conversati-
on. Although the speakers do not have the same lin-
guistic skills, the conversations between them are 
not entirely unordinary and deviant but may, at least 
occasionally, proceed quite ordinarily (cf. Shake-
speare 1998).

Asymmetries motivating and challen-
ging communication

Asymmetries of knowledge, also known as epistemic 
asymmetries, refer to differences in participants’ ac-
cess to the information at hand and their rights to ar-
ticulate that information. Asymmetries of participati-
on occur particularly in institutional interaction and 
are related to participants having different and 
complementary roles with different rights and duties. 
Language asymmetries are seen to arise in situations 
where the language skills of one or more participants 
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are restricted while the other participant or partici-
pants do not have such restrictions. In this sense, lin-
guistic asymmetry has a principled connection with 
the participants’ abilities, recalling the concept of aty-
pical interaction.

All the asymmetries mentioned above can cause pro-
blems and confusion for the participants, but interac-
tional research does not consider asymmetries in 
conversation as something inevitably negative. Rat-
her, they can be resources that motivate communica-
tion (cf. Linell and Luckmann 1991). For example, par-
ticipants’ different access to information can provoke 
a need to communicate: the doctor usually has more 
knowledge about medicine than the patient, so the 
patient wants to hear the doctor’s opinion on their ill-
ness. On the other hand, the patient has more know-
ledge about their illness or condition and its progress, 
which motivates the doctor to listen to the patient. In-
deed, interaction for the purpose of transferring infor-
mation would be unnecessary if all participants had 
the same knowledge (cf. Linell and Luckmann 1991).

Interestingly, various types of asymmetries are often 
associated. For example, asymmetries in knowledge 
can be related to asymmetries in participation, parti-
cipatory actions, and participatory roles. A teacher 
has more knowledge about the topic of a school les-
son than the students and acts in accordance with 
their institutional role, for example, when sharing the 
speaking turns, correcting pupils’ mistakes, and bea-
ring the main responsibility for moving the situation 
forward. When a group of language learners is taught, 
the linguistic asymmetry is also interconnected.

Despite the fact that asymmetry, in many situations, 
can be a key motivation for speakers to act, it can also 
be a challenge, especially when it is not expected by 
or familiar to the speakers. This can be noted, for in-
stance, in situations where an adult is speaking with a 
child: usually, the adult automatically takes into ac-
count that the child must be addressed with simple 
language and may need explanations of different 
kinds. However, when the adult is talking with an adult 
who needs linguistic support, linguistic asymmetry 
can be challenging because it is not something with 
which they are familiar (cf. Leskelä, Mustajoki, and 
Piehl 2022). The almost automatic adjusting of lan-
guage that often takes place when talking with a child 
is replaced by uncertainty about fundamental questi-
ons concerning the interaction, such as who knows 
more and who less about the topic (epistemic asym-
metry) or who is responsible for moving the situation 
forward (participatory asymmetry).

Asymmetry is often connected to different participa-
tory roles: the role of the interviewer is different than 
that of the interviewee, and the teacher acts in a diffe-
rent way than the student. It is, thus, often relevant to 
name certain participatory roles to make sense of the 
actions available to different actors. When it comes to 
the different abilities of the participants, however, na-
ming the participatory roles requires sensitivity. Me-
rely referring to certain groups of people, such as to 
people with disabilities or with memory-related illnes-
ses, requires careful consideration as some names 
can be perceived as condescending or stigmatizing 
(for the appropriateness of referring to people with 
intellectual disabilities, see, e.g., Bock, Lange, and Fix 
2017). However, terminology needs to be developed 
to describe the varying roles of the participants in in-
teraction. In the case of linguistic asymmetry, it is re-
levant, for example, to refer to a participant with more 
extensive language resources and to a participant 
with limited language skills. Recently, the following 
has been presented (e.g., cf. Leskelä 2022):

It should be mentioned that these concepts are not 
completely neutral, and they can be problematic, be-
cause counterexamples are easily found in authentic 
data: a linguistically more competent speaker may 
occasionally be in need of linguistic support and vice 
versa. In our opinion, this, however, reinforces the CA 
view of a/symmetry as a variable state of affairs in a 
conversation rather than a permanent role possessed 
by a participant. A linguistically more competent 
speaker is therefore mostly or mainly more compe-
tent, and a speaker who needs linguistic support of-
ten needs support. While aware that these concepts 
can be criticized, we nonetheless use them in this 
text.

Although the participatory roles may vary, one cha-
racteristic of linguistic asymmetry seems to be rela-
ted precisely to the roles of a linguistically more com-
petent participant and a participant who needs lingu-
istic support, namely the division of communication 
labor. Asymmetry is manifested in the fact that this la-
bor is distributed unevenly between participants: the 
linguistically more competent participant seems to 
bear a greater responsibility for moving the conversa-
tion forward (cf. Linell 1998; Leskelä and Lindholm 
2023) and to offer linguistic support to the conversa-
tion partner (e.g., cf. Leskelä and Lindholm 2023). 
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The following examples illustrate this: in a conversati-
on between a person with aphasia and a relative, the 
relative often actively participates in searching for a 
word if the person with aphasia cannot find the word 
they are looking for (e.g., cf. Laakso 1997). In conver-
sations between first- and second-language spea-
kers, the first-language speakers often try to solve 
comprehension difficulties differently than in interac-
tions between two first-language speakers (e.g., cf. 
Kurhila 2003). In three-part conversations involving a 
person with intellectual disabilities, a family member, 
and a healthcare professional, it has been observed 
that the family member occasionally acts as a broker 
if they fear that the interaction between the other two 
parties could otherwise fail (e.g., cf. Chinn 2022). Lin-
guistic asymmetry can therefore lead to situations 
where the more competent speakers perform diffe-
rent actions than they would in linguistically symme-
trical situations.

Some special features of linguistic 
asymmetry

Confabulations refer to actions in which the speaker 
says something that is not true at the moment but wi-
thout a conscious intention to lie (cf. Schnider 2008). 
Confabulations are usually associated with certain 
neurological conditions characterized by a decline in 
cognitive skills, such as intellectual disability or de-
mentia. Confabulations may be challenging for the 
more competent participants because they threaten 
the shared world that is usually presumed as the ba-
sis for communication and, thus, violate the Gricean 
maxim of quality (“Only say things you believe to be 
true. Do not say things that you cannot back up with 
evidence”).

In extract (1), Harri, a young Finnish man with Down 
syndrome, is talking with Eeva, a middle-aged sup-
port worker, about a topic related to Harri’s previous 
job, which, for some reason, he lost some time ago. In 
line 1, Eeva presents an assumption regarding why 
Harri lost his job (some sort of trouble there). Harri 
responds with a minimal acknowledgment token (l. 
2). Eeva’s following turn in line 3 (you don’t know how 
to tell the time) contains a more precise assumption 
about the circumstances leading to Harri losing his 
job. This, however, elicits another kind of response 
from Harri, which initiates an apparent confabulation 
episode between the speakers:

EXAMPLE 1.1

01   Eeva: but there was some sort of trouble there because you had 

 to quit the job. ((looks keenly at Harri))

02   Harri:  yep ((looks down at his hands))

03   Eeva:  one trouble seem to be (.) that you don’t know how to tell 

 the time. ((looks down, then again to Harri))

04   Harri:  (.) I do. ((nods, looks at Eeva)) 

05   Eeva:  (.) you know  [how to tell the time. ] ((looks at Harri))

06   Harri:                          [yes.                               ] ((looks at Eeva))

07   Eeva:  .th what time is it. ((looks at Harri))

08   Harri:  (.) it ish (1.2) ((looks at his wristwatch)) two.

09   Eeva:  it is quarter past one. ((looks at Harri))

10   Harri:  past one.  

11   Eeva:  (.) yea. .h and then when - if you can’t tell the time in the 

 (local)works you got into 

12       a bit of trouble over there with the working hours (and) I don’t  

      .hh something like that I’ve heard. 

13     do you remember yourself ((looks to Harri))

    (Tva 1.8., Free conversations)

The topic of the conversation is related to Harri’s ex-
perience domain, and he is, thus, entitled to talk 
about it as a first-hand source. As Eeva in line 3 brings 
up her assumption that Harri does not know how to 
tell the time, she shows some knowledge of the mat-
ter, but as Harri directly denies this (I do), Eeva needs 
to figure out how to proceed. In line 5, she continues 
with a turn in which she repeats the claim made by 
Harri (you know how to tell the time) as if to make 
sure this is what Harri is claiming. In response, Harri 
produces a minimal confirmation (l. 6): he knows how 
to tell the time. Eeva’s next turn (l. 7) is what could be 
called a test question: she asks Harri to say what time 
it is. Harri looks at his wrist and says that it is two 
o’clock. As the time happens to be quarter past one at 
this point, Harri’s answer seems to reveal that his un-
derstanding of the time is vague; thus, the claim that 
he knows how to tell the time seems to be verified as 
confabulatory. Eeva corrects him verbally in line 9, 
which is confirmed by a partial repetition of the cor-
rect time by Harri (l. 10).

From Eeva’s point of view, the situation has progres-
sed quite straightforwardly so far: she has made di-
rect assumptions about a topic concerning Harri and 
has asked one test question, which may be common 
in the classroom but rather rare in other types of in-
teraction. Eeva’s turns have been short, unambi-
guous, and lacking indicators of uncertainty (such as 
hesitation sounds). 

1   The example is transcribed according to the conventional CA transcription 
(e.g., cf. Ochs, Schegloff, and Thompson 1996; Hepburn and Bolden 2013) but 
somewhat simplified for readability. The participants speak Finnish, translated 
into English by Leskelä. The example is from Leskelä’s research data.
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When Harri’s answer is revealed to constitute a con-
fabulation, there is a clear change in Eeva’s speech. In 
lines 11–14, she produces a long and linguistically 
complex turn about the importance of knowing the 
time in the workplace. Here, in contrast to her pre-
vious turns, she emphasizes her own uncertainty 
about the reason Harri lost his job (you got into a bit 
of trouble over there; I don’t .hh something like that 
I’ve heard). Finally, she transfers the matter to Harri 
by asking his opinion. Eeva’s final-turn question thus 
softens her earlier directness, and the softening is 
certainly necessary, because Harri’s firing and the re-
asons for it, as well as whether he knows how to tell 
the time or not, are Harry’s business, and his, rather 
than Eeva’s, to tell (for sharing epistemic rights and 
responsibilities, see, e.g., Heritage 2012; Stivers et al. 
2011). In this extract, we see how Eeva softens her ex-
pressions after it has become clear that Harri is con-
fabulating. Thus, she offers him the opportunity to 
once again assume a position of epistemic authority 
regarding his own case.

Acquiescence, or so called “yea-saying,” refers to an 
action in which a participant expresses agreement 
with the co-participant’s opinion despite actually di-
sagreeing with it or confirms the co-participant’s in-
terpretation of their own speech even though it is 
wrong (e.g., cf. Matikka and Vesala 1998).

Acquiescence can cause problems for the more 
competent speaker, particularly when interviewing a 
person with intellectual disabilities or in other situati-
ons where it is necessary to determine their opinion 
on certain matters. The assumption that the partici-
pant with an intellectual disability may answer in a 
manner that they think is in line with the more compe-
tent speaker’s view raises insecurity in the more 
competent speaker, who can thus find it hard to rely 
on the answer given (cf. Leskelä 2012; Leskelä and 
Lindholm 2023.) Using CA to analyze acquiescence 
is, however, rather difficult, because this method 
aims to avoid making assumptions on what speakers 
do or do not want to say. In order to use it, we need to 
monitor step by step how the participants progress in 
the interaction and how they react to each other’s 
turns, and clear cases of acquiescence can still be 
difficult to find.

The following extract, although not a clear case, con-
tains indications of possible acquiescence. This ex-
ample is from an interview in which Hanna, a 30-year-
old psychologist, is interviewing Merja, a middle-aged 
woman with intellectual disabilities, about her experi-
ences of using social services as a person with intel-
lectual disabilities in Finland. The interview is structu-

red by a list of questions. As extract (2) begins, Hanna 
produces a question on the topic of physiotherapy.

EXAMPLE 2.1

01  Hanna: you know what that- what the physiotherapy is 

02  Merja: heh

03  Hanna: is that familiar 

04  Merja: in the camp [xxx] [well ((looking at H))

05  Hanna:                                [w- in the camp there’s this kind[a that    

      kinda little ((looking at M))

06  Merja:                                                                                             [ye- yea 

 ((looking away from H))

07  Hanna: exercis[es and massage and stuff like that what is

08  Merja:                [ye he exercise he ((looking away from H))

09  Hanna: good for the mu[scles

10  Merja:                                [yea ((looking away from H))

11  Hanna: has it been like that in the ca[mp you mean ((looking at 

 M))

12  Merja:                                                         [yea ((looking back to H))

13  Hanna: yes

14  Merja: and sometimes we take a walk in the camp 

(2.1., Interviews) 

Merja responds to Hanna’s question with a small 
laugh (2). It remains uncertain whether Merja knows 
what physiotherapy is, and Hanna repeats her ques-
tion (l. 3). The repeated question takes the form “is 
that familiar,” which is a formulation repeated 
throughout the interview. Merja initiates a response 
with a few unarticulated words but self-interrupts 
when Hanna produces overlapping talk. In line 5, 
Hanna makes the interpretation that Merja was re-
ferring to having physiotherapy at the camp, which 
would constitute a logical connection to the question 
at hand, and goes on to describe what physiotherapy 
is (a little exercise and massage, lines 5 and 7). Du-
ring Hanna’s long turn, Merja nods and laughs a few 
times, but she is not gazing at Hanna. At the end of 
Hanna’s turn, Merja turns her gaze once more on 
Hanna (line 12), who has been gazing at Merja 
throughout her turn. When Merja starts her turn in 
line 14, she refers to other activities at the camp.
We can reflect on whether Merja’s straying glances to 
the side and her minimal responses are indications of 
a tendency to acquiesce. She confirms Hanna’s inter-
pretations as correct with short affirmative particles 
(ye-yea, ye, yea, lines 6, 8, and 10), but the small 
laughs and the gaze to the side may indicate that she 
finds this interpretation problematic. Hanna’s long 
turn does not allow Merja to elaborate on the topic of 

1   This example is transcribed according to the conventional CA transcription 
(e.g., cf. Ochs, Schegloff, and Thompson 1996; Hepburn and Bolden 2013) but 
somewhat simplified for readability. The participants speak Finnish, translated 
into English by Leskelä. The example is from Leskelä’s research data.
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the camp and add possible information not related to 
physiotherapy. Merja does not deny or interrupt Han-
na’s interpretation but allows it to continue, which 
could indicate acquiescence. When the word “camp” 
is re-introduced at the end of Hanna’s turn, Merja 
turns her eyes to Hanna again and continues with a 
new topic related to the camp.

It cannot be determined for sure from the partici-
pants’ actions whether acquiescence occurs or not. 
However, acquiescence is necessary to take into ac-
count as a phenomenon potentially relevant to the 
participants. We must also remember that acquie-
scence can occur in linguistically symmetric interac-
tions, even though no research exists on the topic, at 
least not under the term acquiescence. Thus, atypical 
actions in general are not necessarily something that 
occurs exclusively in atypical interaction, but it may 
rather be a question of their frequency in certain con-
texts. The subject should be studied further, in which 
case it would be possible to specify whether the lingu-
istic asymmetry between participants also affects the 
quality of the phenomenon in some way.

Participatory actions

In addition to institutional roles, linguistic asymmetry 
often leads to asymmetries in participation, with the 
linguistically more competent participant taking re-
sponsibility for the conversation. This becomes clear 
especially when the linguistically less competent par-
ticipant has very restricted resources, such as in the 
longitudinal study by Heidi Hamilton (1994) that ad-
dressed communication involving a person with Alz-
heimer’s disease whose final vocabulary consisted of 
two words. In a series of convincing analyses, Hamil-
ton showed how the linguistically more competent 
participant was able to create content to which the 
person with dementia was able to respond. The con-
tributions of the more competent participant enabled 
the individual with dementia to use her sparse re-
sources.

Thus, linguistically asymmetric interactions are often 
dependent on the contributions of the more compe-
tent participant. The stronger participant’s skills are 
resources, but certain challenges are also involved in 
the asymmetrical patterns. This becomes visible in 
the following extract featuring GE, a professional 
caregiver, and Martin, who is a client at a daycare cen-
ter for individuals with dementia. The participants are 
engaged in a conversation about Martin’s family, and 
initially (l. 1) GE makes a statement about Martin ha-
ving grandchildren.

EXAMPLE 3.1

01 GE:            you also have grandchildren

02 Martin:     children, yes I have

03 GE:            what are their names

04 Martin:     two       

05 GE:            what are their names

06 Martin: well (0.6) you ask too difficult questions ((laughs))

GE’s initial turn is not syntactically formed as a ques-
tion but as a statement. However, she is making a 
statement about a topic that Martin is supposed to 
know best, which transforms a turn syntactically for-
med as a declarative into an initiative in need of ac-
ceptance or rejection by the other party. Martin also 
produces a confirming response in line 2. However, it 
is unclear whether he has fully grasped the contents 
of GE’s previous turn, because his response refers to 
his children rather than his grandchildren. However, 
GE does not attempt to correct his interpretation of 
her turn but continues with a follow-up question 
about the names of Martin’s grandchildren. Again, 
Martin’s response (l. 4) is not aligned with the questi-
on. His fragmentary response “two” appears to be a 
syntactic continuation of his previous turn in line 2, 
constituting a syntactic completion of a confirming 
response about his children. GE’s repetition of her 
question (l. 5) seems to be a reaction to Martin’s pre-
vious response, which did not answer her question. 
By repeating her question, GE treats Martin’s pre-
vious response as problematic. The repetition of the 
whole turn further demonstrates that she has not 
made an interpretation of which elements in her 
question Martin found difficult. Martin’s response in 
line 6 shows his incapacity to answer her question. 
The turn-initial token “well” in combination with a 
pause indicates difficulties, and he then explicitly ex-
pressed his incapacity by referring to the features of 
her questions. This expression is followed by laughter, 
which expresses delicacy and embarrassment rela-
ted to the incapacity to respond to her question (cf. 
Lindholm 2008).

As demonstrated in extract (3), the caregiver poses 
several questions, and the person with dementia 
struggles to respond to these questions, which ulti-
mately leads to an expression of embarrassment. 
Causing embarrassment because of communication 
problems is obviously not desirable, but simulta-
neously, this example demonstrates a dilemma expe-
rienced by the linguistically more competent partici-

1   This example is transcribed according to the conventional CA transcription 
(e.g. cf. Ochs, Schegloff, and Thompson 1996; Hepburn and Bolden 2013) but 
somewhat simplified for readability. The participants speak Swedish, transla-
ted to English by Lindholm. The example is from Lindholm’s research data.
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pant. Because of Martin’s linguistic and communica-
tion difficulties, he takes very few initiatives in conver-
sation, and his contributions are mostly restricted to 
responses to initiatives posed by others. To engage 
him in conversation, the linguistically stronger partici-
pants often need to pose questions and produce 
other types of initiatives. These initiatives, on the 
other hand, may lead to situations of embarrassment 
and delicacy, such as in extract 3. Thus, the asymme-
tries may have undesirable results that the linguisti-
cally stronger participants obviously cannot estimate 
when they produce their initiatives.

The communicative dilemma of lingu-
istic asymmetry

The pressure for equality is driven by the speaker’s 
desire to treat the co-participant’s contributions 
according to common conversational routines that 
feature in interactions between equal partners. This 
pressure emphasizes the need to treat the co-partici-
pant as someone possessing full epistemic rights and 
responsibilities. Simultaneously, however, if there is 
no attempt to adapt language or actions to make 
them more understandable and accessible to the co-
participant, a situation may arise where the linguisti-
cally less competent does not comprehend what is 
going on, which itself often reinforces the tendency 
toward acquiescence.

The pressure for adaptation can be defined as a de-
sire to adapt one’s language and actions to the needs 
of the co-participant. Adaptive actions include, for ex-
ample, attempts to use simplified language or make 
formulations of the co-participant’s talk to increase 
understanding and cooperation. These actions are li-
kely to reduce the epistemic rights and responsibili-
ties of the co-participant because they emphasize the 
latter’s need for help to cope with the conversational 
situation. Despite these consequences, the actions 
may, however, also bridge the linguistic and interacti-
onal gap between the participants and help them 
make sense of what is going on. As such, adaptive ac-
tions may, contradictorily, facilitate the full participati-
on of the linguistically less competent participant. Ba-
lancing these two pressures is one explanation of the 
documented difficulties of more competent partici-
pants when dealing with linguistic asymmetry (cf. 
Leskelä 2021a).

The more competent participant is often challenged 
by this cross-pressure and may look for ways to act 
both ethically and functionally in the right way. This is 
indicated, for example, by the fact that professionals 
working with people with intellectual disabilities have 
often made requests for advice on how to speak Easy 

Language1 in interaction with their clients (cf. Kartio 
2010; McVilly 1997). In Finland, a set of guidelines for 
interacting in linguistically asymmetric situations has 
therefore been formulated for this purpose (Easy 
Language in Interaction, ELI Guidelines, see, e.g., 
Leskelä 2022). The aim of the guidelines is to give 
concrete and practical advice suitable for everyday 
interactions that the more competent participants 
can use when interacting with participants who need 
linguistic support. The guidelines are based on two 
sources of information: information about linguisti-
cally asymmetric situations that has been collected in 
practical development projects carried out by Finnish 
intellectual disability organizations (e.g., cf. Hintsala 
1997; Kartio 2010) and information from CA research 
into the special features of linguistically asymmetric 
interaction (e.g., cf. Leskelä 2012; Lindholm 2012; 
Kurhila 2003; Leskelä and Lindholm 2023). A crucial 
role is played in both sources by authentic conversa-
tional data where interactants are dealing with the 
challenges of linguistic asymmetry, sometimes suc-
cessfully and sometimes less successfully.

Summary 

It is not, however, completely clear to what extent this 
negotiability also applies to linguistic asymmetry. As 
participants’ linguistic and cognitive challenges may 
be somewhat permanent, we could take as a point of 

1   Easy Language is defined differently in different countries (cf. Lindholm and 
Vanhatalo 2021). In Finland, it is defined as a language form in which vocabu-
lary, language structures, and content are modified to be more readable and 
understandable than in standard language, and it is targeted at people who 
have difficulties reading and understanding Standard Finnish or Swedish (e.g., 
cf. Leskelä 2021b).
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ADAPTATION PRESSURE

to adapt one’s talk and 
actions to the assumed 

needs of the 
co-participant

EQUALITY PRESSURE

to talk and act as one 
would with anyone in a 

similar situation

reinforces epistemic 
rights but also the tenden-

cy to acquiescence/
withdrawal         

 reduces epistemic rights 
but also reinforces 

participation



departure that individuals either possess or do not 
possess certain language resources. Thus, the more 
competent speaker would constantly hold the positi-
on of being more competent, whereas the less com-
petent participant would need linguistic support at 
every moment. According to CA, this is not the case, 
but linguistic asymmetries can also be a subject of 
negotiation. However, it is to be taken into account 
that in interactions, such negotiation takes place by 
language, which can be challenging for both parties. 
Less competent participants may have less ability to 
recognize and respond to the implications, skills 
which are necessary if participants are to negotiate 
their asymmetric positions. A more competent parti-
cipant may not know, especially if unexpected or aty-
pical actions are performed, whether or not they can 
rely on the intersubjectivity between the participants.

When intersubjectivity is at stake, participants are of-
ten puzzled about how to carry on, and the pressure 
to solve unexpected challenges is usually on the more 
competent participant. Our research suggests that 
the linguistically more competent speakers often 
struggle under two intersecting pressures: on the 
one hand, they try to act in linguistically challenging 
situations as they would in any other situation, but on 
the other hand, they make an effort to take into ac-
count the restricted linguistic resources of the co-
participant. This leads them to constant monitoring of 
their own performances and adjusting of their actions 
to changing situations.

In CA research, interactional asymmetry is approa-
ched from two, partly overlapping, views: one empha-
sizes the conversational situation, in which different 
kinds of asymmetries may occur (e.g., asymmetries 
in the participants’ knowledge, participatory roles, 
and language skills) and the other emphasizing how 
one participant’s special needs and shortcomings af-
fects the cooperation between the speakers (atypical 
interactions). CA research related to both trends has 
been carried out for several decades. In this article, 
we presented a few examples from authentic interac-
tional data presenting situations where the interacti-
on can be characterized as both linguistically asym-
metrical and atypical. In these situations, our interest 
was on what kind of actions were available to the lin-
guistically more competent participant when they 
tried to simultaneously take into account the special 
linguistic needs of the co-participant and still act and 
speak in the same way as anyone would in a similar 
situation.

Finally, it can be concluded that, despite the relatively 
long-term interest in CA research, we still know very 

little about how a/symmetries are displayed in in-
teraction between different participant groups. In the 
context of linguistic asymmetry, it is not yet possible 
to form an overall picture of the means by which lan-
guage negotiations are conducted. However, we trust 
that the cumulative research data will provide a more 
accurate picture of linguistic asymmetry in the future 
as well as the means by which the challenges it brings 
up can be tackled.
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