
ORI GIN AL PA PER

Constructing Asymmetry and Symmetry in Relationships
Within a Consulting System

Risto Puutio Æ Virpi-Liisa Kykyri Æ Jarl Wahlström

Published online: 16 October 2007
� Springer Science+Business Media, LLC 2007

Abstract Asymmetry is viewed as one characteristic of organizational relationships.

Organizations need power structures, hierarchies and other sort of inequalities. However,

symmetric relationships are also needed, at least for providing commitment and learning

between people. This article focuses on the nature of asymmetry and symmetry in con-

sulting settings. It draws from the social constructionist point of view and examines the

variation of asymmetric and symmetric relationship construction within a single multi-

party consulting situation. Through data collected from an authentic consulting process and

methodology derived from Discourse Analysis, the article argues that asymmetry-sym-

metry dimension is present for consulting parties and that the parties mutually produce and

re-produce the balance between the polarities. The paper discusses the role of a process

consultant in the re-construction of organizational relationships.

Keywords Asymmetry-symmetry � Process consulting � Consultant-client relationship �
Multi-party system � Discourse analysis methodology

Introduction

Organizations are asymmetric in many ways. There are variations between people in terms

of power, hierarchical status, authority, professional competence and forms of knowledge,

as well as interactional styles with which people dominate each other. These inequalities

are part of the social realities of the organization, which inform members on how they are

positioned in relation to each other and what sort of relationships they can build. Since

power and discourse are mutually constitutive (Hardy and Phillips 2004; see also Clegg

1989) are asymmetries interactively produced and reproduced in day-to-day communica-

tion between people. A consultant who works with an organization cannot avoid dealing
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with asymmetries. Rather, within the consulting system, the consultant has to respect and

take them into consideration. The multi-party consulting system itself, as an arena for

facilitating change, will display asymmetry and symmetry within the relationships between

members of the management, the employees and the consultant. When successful, the

constructions within that system will make a difference which also reverberate in the day-

to-day relationships within the organization.

The aim of this paper is to examine the nature of asymmetry and symmetry in con-

sultancy settings. Drawing from the social constructionist point of view, we explore in

particular at how asymmetry and symmetry become constructed and re-constructed in

relationships by details of interaction within a consulting system. The paper presents an

action research where a consultant—with the help of a research group—reflects upon his

own practice by studying the relationship negotiations within a consulting system. The

article conceptualizes and describes a consulting practice (see, Clegg et al. 2004) on the

basis of empirical data.

The article is organized as follows. We start by introducing the concepts of asymmetry

and symmetry and then discuss how they are present in a consultancy setting. After this, we

introduce the consulting relationship as a multi-party setting and explain how consulting

parties, by positioning each other, construct asymmetry and symmetry in their relation-

ships. A review of current research literature from the perspective of our topic is presented

next, as well as the statement of our research question. This is followed by the materials

and methodology section as well as the findings from consultancy practice. Finally, we

discuss our findings and draw conclusions from both the researcher’s and the practitioner’s

perspectives.

Asymmetry and Symmetry in Consulting Settings

Concept Definition

The concept of ‘asymmetry’ and its counterpart ‘symmetry’ are used to express how

hierarchy and/or domination is or is not present in a relationship (Linell and Luckmann

1991). Literally the term asymmetry refers to an objective lack of proportion between the

parts of an object, but its use in the literature connotates a subjective and moral lack of

equality (Robinson 2001). Asymmetry can be characterized by ‘status inequality’, in other

words, differences in e.g. hierarchical position, knowledge or formal power. Asymmetry or

symmetry in relationships should not, however, be viewed as ‘fixed’ characteristics but

rather as qualities that can vary over time within the same relationship. For example, the

working relationship between a management and a consultant may turn into a more

symmetrical one during the course of mutual working.

Asymmetry and symmetry become manifested by the social processes of people relating

to one another. These processes can be identified by the structures of dialogical participation

within a specific social situation, i.e. by the communication patterns that become alive in

practice (Markova and Foppa 1991). For example when A takes an initiative to ask a

question requiring an answer from B (for as long as B responds without making a com-

petitive initiative), interactional dominance and thus asymmetry exists (Linell and Luckman

1991). A more symmetric pattern of communication occurs when both speakers respond to

what their partner has just said and introduce something new for the other to respond to.

Basically, all interactional moves can be seen either as symmetric or asymmetric

depending on how much direction, control and compliance are incorporated (Linell 1990).
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However, each move derives its meaning from how it becomes received by others, in other

words, asymmetry and symmetry are collaboratively accomplished in and through inter-

action in each situational context (Linell and Luckmann 1991; Maynard 1991). Moreover,

as Linell and Luckmann (1991, p. 8) point out, ‘‘asymmetries must be taken as a concept

that is neutral with respect to success or non-success in communication’’. In other words,

both asymmetric and symmetric communication is needed and one should not be viewed as

better than the other.

Linell (1990, p. 169) states that ‘‘asymmetrical interactions are extremely common,

particularly in situations where parties differ in status, competence and responsibilities’’,

which undoubtedly is the case in most organizational contexts. For this reason, there is a

fundamental need for communication, because ‘‘if there were no asymmetries between

people…there would be little or no need for most kinds of interaction!’’ (Linell and

Luckman 1991, p. 4). Organizations are primarily asymmetric systems.

Consulting Setting and Organizational Asymmetry

It is understandable that whenever organizational members come together their orientation

to one another is informed by their awareness of the asymmetries of the organization. A

consultancy setting should not make an exception even though as a new social context,

drawn by the presence of an external consultant, it might offer opportunities to practise

differing ways of relating to each other. Organizational asymmetries may thereby become

‘re-negotiated’ and ‘re-lived’, i.e. re-constructed in situ by the language exchange with the

consultant.

Hiring a consultant can itself be part of the dynamics around organizational asymmetry.

The client may ‘need’ a consultant as a resource for the ‘intra-organizational power game’

or the ‘political battles’ (Alvesson and Johansson 2002, Bloomfield and Danieli 1995). The

consulting practitioner literature recognises this: ‘‘Working in the field automatically

places the consultant in a relationship to a complex social system with multiple political

and psychological dynamics’’ (Neumann et al. 1997, p. xviii). Therefore, consultants are

recommended to be sensitive to the potential ‘social and political processes’ of the

organization which may influence their professional role (e.g. Lippit and Lippit 1986;

Martin et al. 2001; Miller 1997; Pellegrinelli 2002; Schein 2003). Understandably, it has

been stated that not only professional expertise but also social competence—in our terms

the ability to recognize the asymmetries of the organization and relate to them—bring

about good results in consulting (Edvardsson 1989).

Asymmetry is also related to the consulting relationship itself. It has been argued that

consultants use power over their clients: by offering leadership recipes, a rhetorically

skilled consultant can subordinate the client who becomes a dependent and passive party in

the relationship (Berglund and Werr 2000; Clark and Salaman 1998a). Some researchers

(e.g. Sturdy 1997) have pointed out that the client’s anxiety and uncertainty offers the

consultant a power position and makes the relationship asymmetric by nature. On the other

hand, since the consultants needs the management for their business, the relationship can

be asymmetric also in the opposite way (Fincham 1999a). The consultant-client relation-

ship is an interdependent relationship (McGivern 1983) where asymmetry may vary

between the parties and become manifested in different ways (see, Fincham 1999a).

The variation of domination is evident when looking at the process of the consultant-

client relationship. The client who asks for consultancy is usually holding a power position

and may communicate asymmetrically when choosing a consultant. However, after having
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been hired, i.e. having received the task to help the client, the consultant’s power position

in relation to the client organization is altered. This altered power position allows the

consultant to communicate asymmetrically and take initiative by giving advice, structuring

conversations or even placing the client under an obligation to act according to given

instructions.

Asymmetry becomes embedded within every consulting situation in one way or another.

Within the so called process consulting practice (Schein 1987, 1988), which this article

explores, this challenge is faced in a special way. When consulting is seen as an activity

that helps the client organisation to help itself (Schein 1987, 1988, 1999, 2002) there is a

need for building a collaborative relationship between the consultant and the client.

Symmetric relationships that enable members to participate equally and learn together by

sharing their observations, thoughts and interpretations, are called for. This makes the

consulting position challenging: one has to deal with the existing asymmetries of the

organization and invite symmetry at the same time.

Asymmetry and Symmetry as Positioning in a Multi-Party System

We can understand the nature of asymmetry and symmetry when we approach the con-

sultant-client relationship as a system that is embedded within several relationships or

different sub-systems (see, Argyris 1961; Schein 1987). Usually, consulting work is done

within multi-party settings where the consultant meets organisational members from

varying positions. At its simpliest, there are three main positions of a consultant-client

system, consultant, management and employees (see, e.g. McKinney Kellog 1984). This

multi-party nature of the consulting relationship creates interactional complexity, as

acknowledged within the systemic approach to consulting (e.g. Campbell et al. 1991;

Friedman 1986; Lang et al. 1990; McChain 1982; Oliver 2005). For example, when a

consultant strives for a symmetric relationship with the management, an asymmetric

relationship with the employees might emerge as an unintended outcome.

When representing various organizational roles with different tasks and obligations, the

consulting participants orientate themselves to, and view the multi-party system differ-

ently. They have different concerns over the relationships within the system. This means

that they also talk differently about them, being more or less aware of the fact that their

words give qualities to and make some relationships more visible than others. Moreover, as

speakers in a multi-party situation, each conversationalist’s addresses become received and

responded by the others. Thus, when talking together in a consulting context, each of the

three parties mutually reconstruct their relationships and the asymmetries or symmetries

between them.

When talking about their relationships, participants position each other (Langenhove

and Harré 1999). In discursive practice ‘‘within a conversation each of the participants

always positions the other while simultaneously positioning him or herself’’ (Langenhove

and Harré 1999, p. 22). Even when two parties define their dyadic relationship, parties

outside the dyad become positioned. The following quotation from our data illuminates

this. In a two-party planning session with the consultant regarding an organizational event,

the director suggests a preparation task, a personal writing task, for the employees:

I feel like people have a lot of these kinds of ((concerns)) in their minds

so they could write them down anonymously so that they come to your knowledge

only
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When suggesting this task the director positions himself as an outsider and the employees

as those who should tell their concerns to the consultant privately. The consultant becomes

here positioned as the only one with access to the employees’ stories. This idea of offering

access to the consultant does not only reflect the director’s experience of the daily practices

in the organization but also constructs symmetry between the consultant and the employees

and asymmetry between the management and employees as well as between the consultant

and the management.

The Need for Practice Research

Surprisingly enough, we found no research that elaborates on the practice of consulting

relationship negotiations from an asymmetry perspective. Likewise, the multi-party nature

of consulting relationships has raised relatively little research interest although it is very

obvious in almost every consulting case. Only a few studies (e.g. de Castro et al 2005;

Martin et al. 2001) have looked at consulting work as interaction between multiple

stakeholders, while the main part of existing research into consultant-client relationships

handles it as a two-party relationship. Overall, there is lack of empirical research on the

consulting practice (Alvesson and Sveningsson 2004, see also Alvesson and Johansson

2002). In particular, we need more information and evidence on ‘‘what do consultants do

when they work, what do they accomplish and how do client-consultancy relations look

like at the levels of meaning and actor involvement where the voices of consultants as well

as client people are being considered’’ (Alvesson and Svenigsson 2004, p. 2).

The present study takes the interaction perspective to the consultant-client relationship

by looking at how asymmetry and symmetry can be a matter of collaborative construction.

We look at consulting relationships as a social composition created in the interaction

between parties. Recent research has underlined the need to study the consulting rela-

tionship from an interaction perspective and to acknowledge the collaborative, reciprocal

nature of the consultant-client relationship (Alvesson and Johansson 2002; Edvardsson

1989; Engwall and Kipping 2002; deCastro et al. 2005; Fincham 1999a; Pellegrinelli 2002;

Sturdy 1997, 2002; Werr and Styhre 2003; Williams 2001). Our on-going research project,

of which this study is a part, has this far shown how client ‘‘ownership’’ of a consulting

process as well as the outcome are actually negotiated during consultancy discourse

(Kykyri et al. 2007a, b).

One reason for the lack of research on consulting practice is that there is no easy access

to authentic materials—consultants are neither willing to share their materials with

researchers nor willing to take researchers to observe their practice. On the other hand,

consultants themselves seldom practise as action researchers who would carefully docu-

ment their practice (e.g. by videotaping it) and then conduct studies on the materials (for

some noticeable exceptions, see, Marshak and Heracleous 2005; Czarniawska and Mazza

2003) Not until recently has the need for studying real practices in consulting been

acknowledged and taken as a starting point for empirical work (Adamson 2000; Alvesson

and Sveningsson 2004; Berglund and Werr 2000; Chao 2005; Gbadamosi 2005; Johansson

2004; Handley et al. 2005; Kipping and Armrüster 2002; Kykyri et al. 2007a, b).

With authentic data from an early stage of a consulting project, this study offers an

analysis of the discursive practices concerning relationship constructions within a con-

sulting system. We ask how the participants of the system, by positioning each other in

conversation, construct their relationships as asymmetric and symmetric. In particular, we

Syst Pract Act Res (2008) 21:35–54 39

123



ask, how the consultant’s turns within the interactions are related to the variations of

asymmetry and symmetry in the consulting situation, and why this might be so.

Materials and Methods

Materials

The material for this case study was drawn from an OD consulting process, carried out in a

private sector manufacturing company in Finland. The process aimed at facilitating change

from a functional towards a customer-oriented organization. Technically speaking, the

change (where the Research and Development, R&D, department was merged with the

wider customer service process) had already been accomplished and people had already

been informed about their new roles within the organization. The need for consultation

emerged as a result of the management’s difficulties in establishing the ‘new organization’

in the day-to-day work of the employees. In particular, the management had become

worried when learning that the R&D employees felt dissatisfied with their new role. In this

situation the director responsible for the merged R&D and customer service departments as

the process owner asked for consultation. The consultation process engaged four members

of the management, twenty employees from the two departments (R&D and customer

service), and one consultant.

The consultation process was carried out over a nine-month period and included three

two-hour planning and evaluation sessions for the management, and two two-day out of

house events for all members of the organisation, including the management. The members

of the management had two different positions during the process. On the one hand, as

purchasers of consultation services for the employees, the director and manager in charge

were involved in the planning sessions with the consultant. On the other hand, as

participants of the consultation events the management presented itself as users of the

consulting services.

For us as researchers, access to such authentic consulting conversations became possible

since the first author had already established a working relationship as a management

consultant with the company in question and had also obtained permission to gather data

through the process. After first working in the consultant position in the system, he then

took the researcher position and established a research team with the other two authors.

The consulting process followed the principles of process consulting, defined as the

building of a helping relationship (see, Schein 1987, 1988, 2002). This means that the case

is relevant from the viewpoint of the central theme of this article, namely relationship

construction. The consultant in the case was a professional trained in systemic practice

with long-standing consulting experience.

All the consultation sessions were both audio- and video-recorded. The recorded data,

approximately 30 h altogether, was transcribed using a modified version of the Jefferson

practices (see, Atkinson and Heritage 1984). For a discourse analytic researcher a detailed

transcription including both verbal and prosodic features of talk is essential, as it represents

interaction accurately and in sufficient detail (Potter 2003a). The reader should be aware of

the fact that compared to normal conventions of written dialogue, punctuation marks are

not used in the same way. The transcription symbols used in this paper are given in

Appendix 1.
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Method

Our methodology takes the organisational discourse approach (Grant et al. 2004) as a

general framework for analysis. With its emphasis on discourse and the socially con-

structed nature of organizational realities, this approach opened up a new perspective for

the researchers representing different disciplines to explore organizational action. Not

surprisingly, this perspective has recently been used to explore consulting work. Language

use and rhetoric have been identified as core issues of consulting by several authors (e.g.

Alvesson 1993; Berglund and Werr 2000; Clark and Salaman 1998b; Fincham 1999b;

Sturdy 1997; Meriläinen et al. 2004).

More specifically, we utilized the methodology of Discourse Analysis (DA) (Potter

2003, 2004), which, as centering on the analysis of ‘naturally occurring talk’ (Potter 2004),

focuses on the fine details of interaction and sees discourses as action-oriented, situated,

constructed and constructive (Potter 2003). Whatever is constructed in interaction is done

through talk; things become real as they are performed through talk. Therefore, we looked

at how symmetry and asymmetry became constructed in the consulting conversations as

existing qualities of the organizational relationships and how they were re-defined in the

course of these conversations between the three consulting parties.

We chose the material from an early stage of the consulting relationship as the case

material for this paper. This selection was done because our analysis showed that when

building their working relationships parties tend to define them, and when defining them

the asymmetries become easily visible. From the practitioner’s point of view we wanted to

show how important the beginning of a consulting process really is.

Analysis

This study represents an action research orientation to professional practice. The first

author was initially practising and gathering data from the field, while afterwards he joined

a research group with whom the analysis was done. In fact, our research group provided the

opportunity to combine an insider’s and outsider’s perspectives of the process under

analysis. The analysis included the input of the practising consultant as well as the aca-

demic research point of view. The procedures of reading the data varied somewhat during

the different phases of the analysis. The analysis process consisted of pair work readings,

and of data sessions with a research group involved in the analysis of qualitative data from

a discourse analytic perspective.

The analysis was carried out using the original Finnish transcript. Here, the extracts are

translated into English with the aim of preserving the fluency of talk and the emerging

meanings as they were displayed in the Finnish original.

We started our exploration from studying how participants (i.e. consultant, directors,

manager, R&D employees and Customer Service employees), when talking about their

goals and interests regarding the consulting event, put into words the relationships within

the multi-party situation differently. After this, we focused on how single addresses posi-

tioned the participants in the system in terms of asymmetry and symmetry. We defined

asymmetry as any form of inequality in the relationship descriptions (in terms of e.g. power,

authority, knowledge) and symmetry as a counter-concept for asymmetry, thus indicating

equality. We adopted the communication perspective to our analysis assuming that asym-

metries in dialogue are not only inequality descriptions but acts of communication by which

people dominate over one another (Markova and Foppa 1991; Linell and Luckmann 1991).
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Thus, we looked at how asymmetric and symmetric interactional ‘moves’ constructed the

relationships along with the content of the discourse. Finally, we looked at how different

relationship definitions were interrelated when participants responded to each other’s

addresses in a multi-party conversation during the consulting session. For the purposes of

this paper, we focussed our analysis to concern three ‘main positions’ within the system,

namely the position of the external consultant, of the management (i.e. the director in charge

of the customer process and his subordinate, the manager in charge of R&D employees) and

of the employees (i.e. those present during the OD event).

Constructing Asymmetry and Symmetry in Consulting Conversations

In the following, we will explore in detail four extracts from the beginning of the con-

sultation event under analysis. The first three extracts present three single addresses, each

with a monologue structure, representing the key positions of the persons involved in the

consulting relationship (director, consultant and employee). By looking at relationship

constructions within each address in comparison with the other two, we will show how

each speaker, by positioning other participants, constructs symmetry and asymmetry into

the relationships within the system. Finally, by showing an extract from a multi-party

conversation of the same consulting session, we will show how management of the

symmetries and asymmetries is a matter of multi-party collaboration where the consultant

has a particular role.

The Director’s Address: Calling for Symmetry Within an Asymmetric Working

Context

Right at the beginning of the first consultation event the director (D), in his welcoming

address, presents his understanding of the situation and his wishes concerning the session

(Extract 1).

When presenting his notion of the basic concerns of the event and a shared goal for the

meeting (in lines 2–5) the director is referring to all participants in the situation. He

mentions the consultant by name and organisational members by ‘‘you’’ (line 1) and

includes the management in the description by using the word ‘‘we’’ (lines 2,3,4 and 5).

What is asked for is mutual help of all. Thus, through the director’s words, it is made clear

that everyone is needed to achieve successful outcomes and that the management is willing

to contribute to this. This description positions each party as equal and thus refers to the

director’s hope for symmetric relationships within the system.

The relationship between all participants is not the only one that the director points out

as relevant. By talking about clearing the air, moving forward with a positive attitude, and

planning how things could be managed in the future, the director seems to focus on the

relationship between the management and the R&D employees, whose dissatisfaction was

the background for the consulting project. Judged from his description on lines 3–5 there is

something that he wants to remedy in this relationship. A symmetric kind of relationship

with the employees seems to be on his agenda.

When talking about his wishes regarding the consulting session the director points out,

however, that each participant is not equal. His wording ‘‘if this event works out if this is
works in the way ((manager’s name)) and I wished for it to work’’ (lines 7–8) positions the

director and the manager as superiors entitled to evaluate the ongoing consultation process
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and later on to make the decision on continuation (line 9). By this move, the director

reminds the others of the basic asymmetry of this particular organisational setting. When

doing this, he marks the manager (his subordinate) as an equal managerial partner with

him. Also, even though the relationship with the consultant is marked as somewhat

symmetric (by the notion of having a ‘‘some talk’’ with him, in line 6) the director makes it

clear that it is he and the manager who make this decision. Thus there is also asymmetry in

the relationship between the management and the consultant.

All together, the director seems to call for a symmetric relationship with all participants

of the consulting event but makes the basic organizational asymmetry real at the same

time. By opening the session and by setting the context for others to engage in, the director

fulfills his organizational task and—by the same token—shows the basic asymmetry of the

situation.

The Consultant’s Address: Careful Balancing Between Symmetry and Asymmetry

Our next quotation is from the consultant’s opening address soon after the director’s

opening turn presented above (Extract 1). In his turn, the consultant brings up the aim of

the event and defines his own goal for co-operation.

Like the director’s address, the consultant’s one calls for collaboration between all

participants. The use of the pronoun - we (‘‘for us’’, line 1) obviously refers to all par-

ticipants present and marks ‘‘we’’ as those who decide what issues are handled during the

OD event. The symmetric character of the multi-party situation is thus made visible and

noteworthy. The consultant’s notion ‘‘how best you could benefit from this’’ (line 3)

obviously refers to the collaboration between the management and the employees who

become positioned as clients for him. The consultant’s invitation to talk about how to

benefit from the event can be read as an attempt to define a symmetric relationship within

which each can participate and contribute equally.

Next, the consultant turns to one single employee and mentions a discussion they had

together during lunch before the start of the event. Here the use of ‘‘you’’ (lines 4–6), i.e.

the one single participant, and ‘‘I’’, i.e. the consultant (line 7), creates a one-to-one rela-

tionship. The consultant’s quotation of his conversation with one single participant is

addressed to the audience and can be seen as his attempt to show them that everyone’s talk

is to be heard and to be taken seriously. Although this might communicate symmetry on

one hand, it promotes asymmetry on the other hand, since the consultant positions himself

as one who can decide what conversations and relationships become chosen as relevant to

talk about.

The consultant’s account ‘‘I don’t really have an aim’’ (line 8) serves to construct a

symmetric relationship since a clearly defined goal would do the opposite: it would put

the others in an object position which would construct asymmetry. The consultant’s notion

‘‘I’m satisfied when I see a constructive kind of a dialogue is going on’’ (lines 10–11)

makes the relationship between the management and the employees as a noteworthy

relationship to be focussed on, which, again, positions the consultant as a knowledgeable

evaluator of whether the discussions are constructive or not. This builds asymmetry

between the consultant and the client system. The consultant constructs asymmetry within

the client system, too. When talking about his aims to the employees he puts emphasis on

the obvious fact that ‘‘ you have you’ve got your own leaders who have aims’’ (line 14).

This formulation marks the management as superior in relation to the employees.
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The consultant’s balancing effort between symmetric and asymmetric relationships

becomes visible when he expresses his lack of objectives for the event. As noted earlier,

particular objectives would make this relationship an asymmetric one. However, the lack

of objectives is problematic too. Would the client be satisfied with a consultant who does

not have any agenda for his work? The consultant seems to recognize this denial of goals as

problematic and repairs it. His pauses (lines 7–9) and hesitation (‘‘something like that um
well’’, line 7, ‘‘um well um what makes me, lines 9–10 and ‘‘that that somehow’’, line 12)

show the sensitive nature of this balancing activity. His repairing expression ‘‘I don’t have
any aims from the content’s perspective’’ (line 13) keeps his symmetric relation description

valid but also gives an option for him to act in more asymmetric ways when leading the

process towards a ‘‘constructive kind of dialogue’’ (line 11). The consultant seems to define

the relationships carefully both as symmetric and asymmetric. His interactional moves—by

giving attention to one single participant’s concern on one hand and by keeping the right to

define his own role on the other hand—can be read also as balancing between symmetry

and asymmetry.

The Employee’s Address: Calling for More Asymmetry

After the director’s and consultant’s addresses in the very beginning of the first session,

the consultant starts to interview each participant in a circle. The interview includes both

open questions, such as ‘‘what do you hope to achieve during this event’’ or ‘‘what do you
have in mind that you would like to say here’’, and clarifying questions in response to

given answers. The aim of such a group interview—following the principles of systemic

consulting—is to make each voice valid and meaningful in terms of building a shared

agenda for the consulting event. Extract 3 quotes an R&D employee’s (E4) turn when

addressing the open question concerning his hopes and goals for the event. Before him,

the other three participants have talked about the need for more clarity in the current

organization.

At the beginning of the extract, the employee refers to the previous turn by his colleague

and expresses agreement with it regarding the situation in the organization. This rela-

tionship is marked as a symmetric one both by using the word colleague and by referring to

‘‘somewhat similar thoughts’’ (line 1).
When making a discreetly critical point regarding ‘‘focussing and allocating resour-

ces’’ in the organization (line 4) the employee seems to refer to the relationship between

employees and the management. By his open critique (from line 6) the employee points

out that the management has failed to provide a clear focus and adequate resources

needed to deal with the new situation of the organization. E4’s complaint ‘‘there’s
excitement everywhere like there’s some kind of hastle’’ (line 7) can be read as indicating

a lack of order and use of managerial power in the organization. More asymmetry is

called for: the management should take a stronger position and have courage to focus

things and, as a result, allocate more resources for the employee E4 (or perhaps for all the

employees). E4 then illuminates the courage by telling a story of his former boss (from

line 10). The group around responds to this story by laughing. Although E4 is using the

word ‘‘we’’ (in lines 14 and 15) when talking about the need for being more courageous

his address can still be read as a blame and the use of the word ‘‘we’’ as an attempt to

hedge the blame. His story as well as the laughter from the audience work as an

asymmetric communication pattern: the management has to hear critical evaluations but

they are not asked to respond.
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A pause after E4’s address (in line 16) indicates the delicacy of the situation. The

consultant takes the turn and asks for clarification, whereby E4 raises up a totally new

relationship for the listeners, namely that with external clients. The extended relationship

with the client organization in E4’s address becomes defined as asymmetric: this rela-

tionship is superior to all other relationships since it becomes used as a reason for getting

more resources from the management. This turn which brings the voice of the client to the

discussion can be read as E4’s strategy to build for himself a special asymmetric position.

In sum, the employee’s address compared to the director’s and consultant’s ones can be

read as an address that constructs new variation in positions within the system and calls for

more asymmetry, especially to the relationship between the management and the R&D

employees. Paradoxically, this call for more asymmetry is made to obtain more resources

from the management.

The Symmetry-Asymmetry Balance Within The Relationships in Multi-Party

Conversation

Above, we have looked at the individual addresses from the early stages of the consulting

session. We will now turn to a multi-party conversation that took place 45 minutes later,

during the group interview, and demonstrate how symmetry and asymmetry become

constructed when participants negotiate the term that would be suitable for calling R&D

employees. Immediately before, the consultant has been interviewing one employee (E11),

who had expressed criticism on the ongoing change, pointing out in particular how the

R&D workers, of whom she is one, are in a minor position with regard to the rest of the

organization. Meanwhile, the two directors present (D1 and D2) have expressed their

contrasting opinions to some of her opinions. D1 is the director in charge, who gave the

welcoming address presented in Extract 1. The quotation starts with the consultant’s turn

aiming to close the interview with E11 (in Extract 4).

With her first turns (lines 3–9), the employee, E11, starts to build a picture of an

asymmetric relationship between the R&D workers and the rest of the organization. By

juxtaposing the term of the earlier speaker, ‘‘messenger’’, with the word ‘‘resource’’ (line

4), which has been used to refer to R&D employees, she opens up a discussion that invites

others to respond. The group around her responds to her statement ‘‘I don’t think it’s any
prettier’’ (line 6) with slight laughter (line 7) and makes E 11 to clarify her message: the

word resource is a negative term to use about the employees (line 9). This statement

positions the others as some who have to change their way of talking.

Extract 1 The director’s address: ‘‘with your kind help… we’ll be able to move ahead’’

1 D: well hopefully with(( the consultant’s name)) and with your (.) your kind help -

2 we’ll get like (.) get off to like a good start in this discussion

3 and let’s say that possible we’ll be able to clear the air

4 and well we’ll like (.) if we take a positive attitude we’ll be able to move ahead

5 planning how in the future (.) in the future we’ll deal with issues and (.)

6 with ((manager’s name)) and with ((consultant’s name)) there has been some talk about

7 well (1) that if especially if this event works out if this is works

8 in the way ((manager’s name)) and I wished for it to work

9 well it might as well to be possible to consider some continuation to this
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The director D1 interrupts E11’s talk by offering the term ‘‘strength’’ to substitute for

‘‘resource’’ (line 10). From his institutional role perspective this is what needs to be done

here—to bring about more symmetric language for talking about the employees. This aim

to build symmetry becomes more clearly articulated by D2 (colleague of D1) who makes a

suggestion that a new term could be created together (13–14). This is followed by D1 in

turn who makes a connection with his earlier comment regarding organizational language

(lines 16–22) and directs his point to the consultant (line 17), who thereby becomes

positioned in a way that invites him to support D1’s point (see the minimal respond on line

18). In other words, both directors are doing constructive work for more symmetry. It

seems, however, that this far E11 has not quite bought the directors’ agenda.

The consultant becomes involved, too. By offering space for E11 to define the new term

by herself the consultant uses a different strategy for building symmetry (line 24–25). In

fact this was his strategy in the beginning of the extract, too: he was just about to close the

discussion but asked E11 if she had something to add before the next participant would get

the turn (lines 1–2). The consultant’s agenda seems to build a discussion where E11 would

become positioned as a valued participant. This can be seen both from his minimal

responses to E11 (line 12, 31) and his supportive comments to E11 (lines 31–32, 34, 36),

who seems to accept the consultant’s turns without resistance. Thus, the consultant pursues

symmetric communication with E11.

In relation to D1 the consultant positions himself differently. Namely, he does not

continue to develop D1’s idea about the importance of organizational language but, rather,

orientates himself to E11 (line 23). Neither does he respond to D1’s later address where D1

corrects his earlier turn about the origins of the term ‘‘strength’’ (lines 27–28). In this sense,

the consultant’s communication is somewhat asymmetrical. The sensitivity of the situation

(see the overlapping speech on lines 26–31) offers one explanation to why this happens.

The consultant seems to be very careful with his words and orientate to the situation in a

way that guarantees a symmetric position to E11 during the conversation.

Even the consultant orientates himself to being helpful (see the wording ‘‘would help
you’’ on line 36) by opening up the meaning of the word resource (line 31–32). It seems,

however, that he is a bit stuck with the situation. Then, E13, a colleague of E11 and the

same employee to whom the consultant referred to in his welcoming address (see

Extract 2), interrupts and offers a wider perspective to the difficulty. It is not only the use

of the term resource that is problematic but the whole daily experience: there is no effort to

‘‘do things as a team’’ (line 38) and this creates dissatisfaction. Judged from the later

interview with E13, he refers to the relationship between the management and the R&D

employees in particular. He points out that this has led to a ‘‘something like a resource
mentality’’ (line 40). This perspective puts the directors’ suggestions in a new light: the

problem of the asymmetry cannot be remedied just by changing a word, it calls for

practices that show better co-operation between the management and the R&D employees.

After E13’s turn, the consultant makes an agenda clarification for E13: he can talk about

this point in his turn after the next interviewee (E12). In other words, the consultant does

not allow him to speak more about that relationship at this point. Rather, the consultant

makes a suggestion that makes it possible for him to avoid dealing with the asymmetries of

the relationships in more depth at this point. E13 accept this and the consultant—by

making an asymmetric move—closes the discussion and invites a new employee to

become involved in the interview.

The consultant’s action during the episode can be seen as balancing. On the one hand,

he offers space for E11 to clarify her concern and to make suggestions for the kind of

language that would indicate a more symmetric relationship between the R&D employees
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and the rest of the organization. In his pursuit for making this happen, the consultant

overlooks the turns of both directors and thus uses his positional power in the situation. On

the other hand, the consultant moves indicate asymmetry towards the employees: at the

end, he does not allow E11 to develop her idea any more and he restricts E13’s attempts to

talk more about the asymmetry within the organization.

Extract 2 The consultant’s address: ‘‘I don’t really have an aim’’

1 C: yes surely it’s good for us to a start to talk about indeed about just that

2 um what this event’s somehow is about that how this um

3 how best you could benefit from this ((event))

4 (.) um you asked me over there at the lunch table and um I felt it was a good question

5 um you said that that what’s

6 (.) you could have asked somehow what my aim is

7 (1) and I answered in the beginning something like that um well

8 (1) that I don’t really have an aim

9 (2) and then I specified it more closely when you asked futher um well

10 (.) um what makes me satisfied I said that I’m satisfied

11 when I see a constructive kind of a dialogue is going on

12 (1) that that somehow I work according to that principle that

13 I don’t have any aims from the content’s perspective

14 you have you’ve got your own leaders who have aims about

15 um what kind of work you are doing and you have aims

Extract 3 The employee’s address: ‘‘for unexpected reasons I’d be really looking for some extra
resources’’

1 E4: um well (.) somewhat similar thoughts as my colleague ((E 3)) over there

2 um viewing the bigger picture of course is the paramount question

3 and then I’ve got two two words in my mind that are connected to-to each other

4 this focusing and allocating resources (1) um well (1)

5 after working like this for a little over half a year

6 I still see that no-one dares to (.) focus on things

7 but instead there’s excitement everywhere like there’s some kind of hastle

8 (2) one should always remember and well be bold

9 um to put things aside coolly and to concentrate on what’s relevant

10 (3) um my old manager’s (.) principle about the incoming mail

11 that he always puts the incoming mail in the outgoing mail

12 if it’s important enough ( ) it will come back

13 ((general laughter))

14 it’s the same bold spirit we ought to show in our work

15 if we prioritize well yes the signs will gradually appear

16 (2)

17 C: and when you say that (.) focusing in this way would be important so tell us a little bit

18 about it from your work perspective why would it be important (1) do this (1)

19 E4: yes I of course (.) for unexpected reasons I’d be really looking for some extra resources

20 because there is you know quite a lot of friction on the client interface

21 ((general laughter))
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Extract 4 A multi-party situation: ‘‘but strength, is that any better?’’

1 C is there anything (1) Oula that you’d like to say

2 can we move on (1)

3 E11 well no- (.) well if he was a messenger then we have

4 again used this word resource (.)

5 C ahah (.)

6 E11 yea (.) I don’t think it’s any prettier

7 than messenger

8 ((group chuckle))

9 resource is also-o (.) a bit negative=

10 D1 =but strength is that any better (.)

11 E11 well perhaps even that’s better (1)

12 C yea (2)

13 D2 we’re developing a nice wor- (.) nice like=

14 E11 =word(.)

15 D2 yea=

16 D1 = they say organisation language I remember

17 you’ve done research on that haven’t you [and um (.)]

18 C [(yes I have)]

19 D1 and (.) and (.) that is (.) a very important thing (.) thing um (.) to think about that

20 um how we address each other

21 because (1) they may may mean the same thing

22 but they can have quite a [different nuance]

23 C [mm (.) mm]

24 (1) well do you (.) Oula ((E11’s name)) have a suggestion

25 for a replacement for the word resource (.)

26 E11 well I’m sure that the term of strength might [be]

27 D1 [some] some (.)

28 somebody was tossing the term strength around back then [(1) () (.)yea]

29 E11 [it sounded more positive]

30 when [sounds like (.)]

31 C [mm (.) mm (.) mm] (.)

31 resource brings to mind a rather passive image that (.)

32 they are just like property of others’ (.)

33 E11 they just do as they’re told (.)

34 C so that’s why it it’s important to think what (.)

35 D1 yes (.)

36 C what gives to you like sort of (.) would help you (.)=

37 E13 =yea one one problem has been just that we really haven’t (.)

38 been trying to do things as a team in the first place (.) but but

39 in fact we’ve now ended up with a kind of

40 something like a resource (.) mentality (.)

41 together we haven’t (.) even tried to deal with things (.)

42 C ahem (.) okay (.) you’ll get a chance to talk about that in a minute but first let’s move on to=

43 E13 =yeah=

44 C =your partner sitting next to you so your [name is]
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Discussion

In this article, we have explored the variation of asymmetric and symmetric relationship

constructions within a multi-party consulting situation. The analysis of the three single

addressees showed that each described the asymmetry and symmetry of the mutual rela-

tionships differently. In our case, the director was concerned about the mutual ‘‘help’’ of all

participants and pursued symmetric relationships—while re-producing the basic asym-

metry of the organization, whereas the consultant was balancing between the symmetric

and asymmetric needs of the situation. The employee, then, called for more asymmetry to

the relationship between the employees and the management in terms of power use. He

used somewhat asymmetrical rhetoric for this purpose. Our analysis of a multi-party

interaction episode showed how the asymmetry and symmetry of relationships were

negotiated. This conversation, where various participants wanted to contribute, became a

delicate situation where the consultant had a specific role of a regulator of the asymmetry-

symmetry balance. Thus, we argue that the asymmetry-symmetry dimension is present for

consulting parties and that the parties mutually produce and reproduce the asymmetry-

symmetry balance of their relationships. We want to highlight that in this respect the

relationships within a consulting system change from one moment to another. This opens

for the consultant the opportunity to become actively involved in the relationship con-

struction between the participants.

The present study shows how within a consulting conversation, when issues on the

formal agenda are being talked about, organizational members discreetly orientate to the

organizational relationships and make the current asymmetries and symmetries visible

from their perspective. This makes it possible for them to re-construct organizational

relationships. For all of them, there is a good reason to find a suitable balance between the

polarities since too much asymmetry leads to lack of collaboration and feeling of mutu-

ality, whereas too much symmetry (e.g. unclear demarcation of roles and tasks) leads to

difficulties in e.g. coordinating the organizational learning outcomes effectively (see,

Argyris 1997).

However, making organizational asymmetries and symmetries visible enough and

subject to re-construction does not happen easily. Rather, as this study shows, organiza-

tional relationships are a delicate issue to talk about. Moreover, making them transparent

and re-defining them might change the power structures of the organization at the same

time. This makes the presence of a consultant significant. The consultant’s status offers a

privileged position from which to offer temporary amendments regarding the balance

between asymmetric and symmetric relatiohshipshe polarities, sometimes by supporting

the current order and sometimes by disrupting it (see, Clegg et al. 2004). We suggest that

the consultant’s role is important in facilitating flexible shifts between symmetric and

asymmetric relationships within an organization.

A consulting collaboration can be viewed as a parallel system for the organization itself.

This means that the changes taking place in the consulting setting may have transformative

impact on the organization’s daily practice. Therefore, the process through which orga-

nizational relationships become re-constructed in the consultation conversations becomes

very important. In fact, the consulting conversation is the only arena for a consultant to

contribute to the organization. In our data, the consultant contributed to the organization by

building more symmetry within the system. However, by carefully positioning himself, as

well as the other participants, through specific language use, the consultant was balancing,

rather than threatening the basic asymmetry of the organization. Interestingly enough,

when balancing between the polarities, even an asymmetric interactional move by the
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consultant can be used for symmetry-creating purposes. A similar sort of a paradoxical

position is acknowledged among some action researchers (Ospina et al. 2004; Whittle

2006).

Enough symmetry is thus needed between all consultation parties. However, the parties

might not be willing to relinquish their asymmetric power position. Symmetry advocating

language could therefore be used as a rhetorical device to construct an impression of

equality. Yeung (1998) found out that in an internal consultation context managers perform

delicate balancing acts of opening themselves up to subordinates’ influence on the one

hand and keeping the decision-making process under their control on the other hand. With

regard to our findings, this means that either symmetric or asymmetric rhetoric might be

functional for each party of the consulting project.

Conclusion

The aim of the present paper was to examine the nature of asymmetry and symmetry in

consultancy relationships and to show how each become constructed through details of

language use within a consulting system. We adopted a discourse analytic approach to

analyse single-case material drawn from the main author’s consulting practice. For the

purposes of our analysis we utilized the concepts of asymmetry and symmetry in the sense

of referring to ‘any kind of inequality/equality’ arising from either the form of the rela-

tionship constructions (i.e. what content each description represented) or the process of

communication (i.e. how each interactional move handled the other two parties of the

relationship). To illustrate our findings in this paper we chose material from the early stage

of the consulting process, in which the need for establishing the relationships between

consulting parties is obvious. In this paper we have attempted to conceptualize the con-

sulting relationship in a new way and to create insights that would be of use for both

academics interested in consultancy processes and for practitioners interested in reflecting

upon their own professional practice.

For academic researchers the present study opens up a perspective for looking at

consulting as an institutional practice. The research on institutional discourse has shown

that asymmetry is a typical pattern in professional interaction (e.g. Drew and Heritage

1992; Maynard 1991) while there are also institutional practices where symmetric inter-

action is preferred (O’Halloran 2005). This study draws a picture of a consultant’s

institutional task from both sides: a consultant does have a special position in allowing one

to act asymmetrically while the aim for a process consultant might be to weaken the

asymmetry that stems from the authority relationships, sociopolitical structures and

communication structures (Maynard 1991) of the organization. However, the institutional

task for a consultant can be a context dependent issue—some organizations may ‘invite’

the consultant to take a much more asymmetric stand than some others. Therefore, further

research is needed to specify what has only been suggested in broad terms here, namely the

character of institutional interaction in consulting. As a single case study, this study can

only raise the question of the institutional side in consulting work in terms of symmetry

and asymmetry.

This paper contributes to developing the relatively young consulting profession by

linking theoretical concepts and practice to one another. Additional research would also be

needed to find out whether the symmetry-asymmetry perspective is a useful way of con-

ceptualization for understanding consulting practices that are based on an expert role rather

than a process facilitator role of the consultant. In that particular context, it would be
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interesting to establish whether ‘good interaction’ which is often acknowledged as a

success factor in consulting (e.g. Fullerton and West 1996; Gummesson 1991; McGivern

1983; McKinney Kellogg 1984), shows itself in terms of the symmetry-asymmetry—

dimension.

As a study of a living practice, the present study represents ideas pertaining to the action

research tradition. It is concerned on practical issues, it is curious about knowledge in

action, it is conducted in participation with research subjects (the first author) and it aims at

flourishing the practice at least by offering ideas for developing well-informed action (see,

Reason and Bradbury 2001). One of our learning points from this process was that taking a

researcher’s perspective to one’s own practice is a fruitful way of learning the practice

itself. In our case, it increased the first author’s awareness of the function of the fine details

in relationship building in consulting.

For a practising consultant this study offers conceptual tools for reflecting their own

practice. Our work suggests that awareness of the symmetry-asymmetry perspective in

consulting is useful. One can, for example, reflect on an ongoing client relationship by

asking questions like ‘what sort of a relationship am I building by my words here’ or ‘what

opportunities or constrains does my own communication bring about for others in this

consulting relationship’. Being curious about one’s own contribution to relationship con-

structions within the consulting system is one part of the professional reflexivity that every

process consultant should engage in.

Appendix 1

Transcript Notation

The audio-recorded materials analysed in this article are transcribed according to a

modified version of Jefferson practises (see Atkinson and Heritage 1984). The following

notations were used in this article:

Symbol Represents

yes (1) me too Figures in rounded brackets represent inter- and mid-turn silences,
hand-timed in seconds

yes (.) me too Period in rounded brackets are ‘micro-pauses’ of less than 0.2 s

( ) Unrecoverable speech

yes (( clap )) me too Double rounded brackets contain relevant contextual information,
added by the transcriber

[and well on the whole Overlapping utterances are marked by single square brackets.
The left-hand bracket shows where the

overlap began, the right-hand bracket shows where the overlapped
speech is terminated

I think- I think so A single dash following a word or letter(s) indicates an abrupt
cut-off in the flow of speech (stammering)

absolutely Underlining signals emphasis

= Equal signs indicate no gap between utterances
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