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Abstract

Verbal fillers are words or sounds that aid speakers to improve the quality of their
speech. Fillers have various functions such as filling a pause, signalling a hesitation,
softening the speech, amongst others. This thesis aims to address the verbal fillers that are
used in Japanese language, their functions, and the connection between verbal fillers and
gender difference. In order to achieve these objectives, 6 conversations consisting of 2
female-female groups, 2 male-male groups, and 2 female-male groups were collected. Each
conversation lasted for 15 minutes, and the participants were asked to talk about whatever
they wanted. Subsequently, by employing a mixture of quantitative and qualitative analysis,
the fillers were counted and examined.

Analysing the transcribed conversations led to interesting discoveries regarding how
different groups utilized fillers. The results of the groups where the participants had the same
gender, suggested that men used fillers more than women. Amongst other reasons, male
participants seemed to acknowledge their friendship with the use of fillers, and female
participants used fillers to signal their hesitation and their mental state.

Noticeable differences in the two female-male groups were observed because the
number of fillers increased drastically compared to the other four same-gender groups. This
might be a result of the speakers’ attempt to sound more polite, compared to when they speak

to someone with the same gender as themselves.
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1. Introduction

The ability to speak has helped humans to build bridges between smaller units like
family members and friends to bigger units such as countries and continents. We use
language to communicate with others and to build relationships, but we need to employ some
strategies in order to give flow to the conversation and achieve results. Some examples of
conversational strategies are shifting speaking turns, sending signals to the other interlocutors
indicating that we are engaged in the conversation, being silent when necessary, and filling in
some pauses during the talk. This thesis focuses on one conversational strategy, that
considering its importance, has not received the attention it deserves from researchers and
scholars: Verbal fillers.

Verbal fillers are sounds, words, or phrases such as um, like, you know, well, among
others. Fillers make the conversation flow smoother and easier by aiding the communicators
to signal their hesitation or a momentary pause, their attempt to soften the tone of the
conversation, and so on.

The aim of this thesis is to explore verbal fillers in Japanese language and their functions.

Therefore, this research will investigate the following questions:

1. What kind of fillers are used by native Japanese speakers in a conversation?
2. What kind of functions can fillers have?

Moreover, this thesis also investigates if there are any differences in the use of fillers between

the genders of the interlocutors. Thus, the following sub-questions will also be discussed:

3. Is there a difference between how Japanese male and female speakers use fillers?
4. 1f so, how does gender affect these verbal fillers?

5. What is the reason for this discrepancy?

The possible answers to these questions lie within authentic data collected from conversations
amongst Japanese speakers. Thus, the data of this study was gathered by recording naturally
occurring conversations amongst 12 native Japanese speakers. In an attempt to find answers
to these five questions, chapter 2 provides a general overview of what fillers are precisely.
Chapter 3 looks into verbal fillers in Japanese language and their functions. Chapter 4
presents previous studies about gender differences in the use of fillers. Chapter 5 describes
the methodology, the new authentic data collected for this thesis, and its findings, and finally

in Chapter 6 summary and conclusion will be presented.
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2. Verbal fillers

Fillers are an integral part of any verbal communication as they provide the
interlocutors with ways in which they can convey their mental state, acknowledge the other
interlocutor’s feelings, and so on. Verbal fillers are in fact what make a conversation sound
natural, since any naturally occurring conversation is filled with sounds, words, or phrases
that can show the speaker’s hesitation or sympathy, provide the speaker with more time to
process his thoughts, and signal feelings such as uncertainty, sensitivity, etc. In this chapter,

the definition of fillers and their functions will be discussed.

2.1. What are fillers?

There has been a lack of agreement over the definition of fillers, and one reason for it
is the perceptions that are assigned to these utterances. With just a simple search on the
internet, one will find himself looking at websites, videos or other sources mainly suggesting
that fillers are meaningless and pointless verbal viruses which should be avoided (Berkley,
2014), and how to avoid them (Lewis & Mills, 2012), whilst other results of the search might
be about the importance of verbal fillers, and how they can help the learners of a language
sound more fluent (O’Hare, 2020). The frequent association of verbal fillers with negative
terms such as disfluency, problems, or something that should be avoided might be the reason
for their unpopularity amongst scholars, and therefore the ongoing dispute over what they
really are.

Before referring to more academic definitions of fillers suggested by researchers,

Cambridge Online Dictionary provides a basic meaning for the word filler:

“A word or short pause such as “er” or “well”, used when a person pauses to think

about what to say next.”

On the other hand, when searching for the meaning of er in Cambridge Online Dictionary the

result does not specify a meaning, and it only explains, the situation in which er is used:

“The sound that people often make when they pause in the middle of what they are
saying or pause before they speak, often because they are deciding what to say.”
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From the meanings that are found in dictionaries it is unclear whether fillers are words, have
meaning, or are just meaningless noises. Nevertheless, some scholars have expressed clearer
opinions and definitions for what fillers are.

Fillers have been mentioned by different names and definitions by researchers, such
as “a broad range of utterances (including independently appearing particles) that do not
carry identifiable or relevant propositional meaning” (Maynard, 1989, p. 30), “some instances
of vague language” (Thornbury & Slade, 2006, p. 56), “speech disfluencies” (Duvall,
Robbins, Graham, & Divett, 2014, p. 37), or “expressions like “ehm” that fill the time
intervals that should be occupied by a word” (Vinciarelli, Chatziioannou, & Esposito, 2015,
p. 1).

Despite being regarded as meaningless disfluencies, or vague language, some
researchers have shown a more positive and different side of verbal fillers. In a study which
focused on the use of uh and um in spontaneous speaking by Clark and Fox Tree (2002), they
argued that verbal fillers are conventional and proper English words, and that the speakers
produce them using the exact same process that they would use when producing any other
word. The same study also argues that uh and um are conventional in a way that they are a
part of what someone learns when they learn the English language.

Jonsson (2016) considers fillers as words and sounds and divides them into two
subgroups; lexical fillers which are words such as you know, and like, and non-lexical fillers
which are sounds such as er and erm. Jonsson also mentions that non-lexical fillers are often

referred to as filled pauses.

2.2. What are the functions of fillers?

Despite being mentioned as speech disfluencies, or meaningless parts of speech by
some scholars, it can be said that fillers have a more practical function in verbal
communication rather than just being additional gibberish.

According to Bright (1992), as cited in Croucher (2004, p. 38), discourse markers or
vocal hiccups such as um, uh, like, you know are a set of linguistic items that function in the
cognitive, social, and expressive areas. This means that fillers are connected to the speakers’
conscious mental processes, their social life, and the way they express themselves.

Studies focusing on the use of fillers, such as the research done by Clark and Fox Tree
(2002), have also proved that fillers do have pragmatic functions, meaning that although they

do not have lexical meanings, such as ‘book’ and ‘dog’, they help the speakers convey their
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message clearly. When an utterance in a language enables the speakers to express themselves
better, that utterance therefore cannot be regarded as meaningless.

So, if fillers are meaningful parts of a language, what do they do? What are their
functions? One of the most frequently mentioned function of fillers is signalling a hesitation.
(Hayashi, 2008; Maynard, 1989; Thornbury & Slade, 2006; among others). When speakers
are hesitant or not certain about their next utterance, they tend to use fillers in order to signal
the listener that they need more time to organise their thoughts and words. Clark and Fox
Tree (2002) argued that according to their research, uh and um can signal differing lengths of
pauses, uh signals a shorter delay and um signals a longer delay

Fillers can also be used to signal that the speaker is not finished with her speech yet.
Thornbury and Slade (2006) explain this function of verbal fillers as a convenient way to
indicate the continuation of speaker’s utterance, and that therefore they tend to appear at
potential transition points in a discussion.

Vinciarelli et al. (2015) sums up the functions of fillers as words that speakers use
when they need more time to formulate the right words, when they need extra time to plan
their next remark, and when they want to hold the floor. Keevallik (2010) highlights the fact
that fillers postpone the upcoming utterance, whilst informing the listener that the speaker is
going to continue the speech. Keevallik (2010) also mentions that the speaker’s delay can
have other interpersonal reasons such as: factoring in the thinking process needed by the
listener, initiating a new topic, preparing the listener to hear an impactful point that will be
mentioned next, or the sensitiveness of the topic such as asking the listener for a favour or
requesting something.

Clark and Fox Tree (2002) suggest functions such as: a floor-holding strategy for the
speaker, indicating the desire to cede the floor, inviting the listener to speak, requesting help
in order to complete the current utterance, the speaker showing politeness, the speaker
signalling that he has completed his turn, and when the speaker is thinking about the
previously uttered information or is inviting the listener to think about it.

Additionally, research by Arciuli, Mallard, and Villar (2010) studied the connection
between the use of um and lying. The researchers claimed that in their study, the number of
times um was used when the speakers lied was less than the times when they were telling the
truth. After stating this result, Arciuli et al. (2010) argued that the use of fillers can even
affect the speakers’ authenticity and therefore how people perceive the veracity of their

speech.
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Fillers are frequent events in verbal communication, and despite being associated with
negative terms such as disfluency or unpreparedness by some researchers, they play an
undeniably important role in speech, and without them conversations sound unnatural.
However, it is worth mentioning that in settings such as public speeches, in official and
formal meetings, and in general when the speaker is aware of the topic and has prepared for
his speech, the appearance of fillers can indeed signal unpreparedness, stress, or lack of
knowledge of the topic. Therefore, it is recommended to avoid using verbal fillers in such
situations as they can have a negative impact on the speaker’s credibility. In contrast to
monologues or conversations with scripts, naturally occurring conversation needs to be made
and processed in real-time. In a conversation without a script, random topics can show up,
speaking turns change more frequently, forgetting specific terms or words can naturally
happen, and elaboration of some parts of the conversation is often needed.

2.3. Summary

It can be summarized that verbal fillers are words and vocalizations that the
interlocutors use in order to signal various messages to the listener(s). Some commonly used
verbal fillers in English language are uh, um, you know, and like.

Verbal fillers are, almost without exception, present in any conversation, especially
naturally occurring conversations. The reason is that when a speaker participates in a
conversation without preparation, he needs to process his thoughts and speak at the same
time. Thus, a filler might indicate the speaker’s uncertainty, and/or it can show his politeness.
Another situation where the verbal fillers are much needed is when a sensitive topic is being
spoken; here a verbal filler helps the speaker to either prepare the listener for the topic,
making the conversation sound gentler, or to avoid delivering a harsh message directly.

The main functions of fillers can be summarised as followed:

Helping the speakers to express themselves better

Helping the speakers to express politeness and sound less harsh
Indicating speakers’ hesitancy and uncertainty

Providing extra thinking or processing time for the interlocutors
Aiding the speakers to hold the floor

Giving the turn to speak to other interlocutors

N o g~ wbhPF

Preparing the listeners for hearing a sensitive or new topic
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8. Providing extra processing time for the listeners®
9. And others.

Considering the functions and the use of verbal fillers it can be concluded that fillers
are a normal part of verbal conversations, they are necessary and without them conversations
sound unnatural. Fillers exist in all languages around the world, and thus another sign of their
pragmaticality can be observed. If they were meaningless utterances, they would not have
existed in different languages, and they would not have been used actively by the speakers of
these languages.

Lastly, the fact that fillers also exist in sign language (Erard, 2008) is another
important factor proving that fillers do carry a meaning, have pragmatic functions, and are an

important part of a language.?

3. Previous Studies of Japanese Fillers

3.1. Fillers in Japanese Language

As it was mentioned in the previous chapter, fillers are an integral part of natural
speech, and similar to many other languages, verbal fillers in Japanese can carry meanings,
can have more than one function, and they also aid the interlocutors in different stages of a
conversation. According to Yamane (2002), fillers appear repeatedly in spoken languages,
regardless of the category of the communication, and they are a core characteristic of them.

She also mentions that in Japanese language, until recently, fillers have been referred
to by different names such as vocal feeling-related interjections, interjections, hesitation
filler, connecting words, play words, redundancy words, interjection sounds, hesitation and so
on. One possible reason for the existence of several names for filler words in Japanese is that
in the past there was less emphasis on their importance, and that there were few researchers
who would focus on them in their studies. However, despite the lack of research or studies
about them fillers did exist in the spoken language and their presence could not be denied.
Researchers might have used these names according to what they considered to be the

functions of fillers within their studies on other linguistical subjects. Nevertheless, it was not

! This means that fillers can provide time for the listener to think about what has been said, or in general think about the situation that the
interlocutors are in at the time of conversation

2 “To make the sign for “um” in American Sign Language, hold your dominant hand in front of you, palm facing up, your five fingers
slightly apart. Now circle your forearm away from you and return it, repeating the gesture” (Erard, 2008, p. 142)
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until the 1990s that the word ‘filler’ appeared in Japanese language, and in English language
(Hayashi, 2008).

Maynard (1989), who seems to be the first person to use the word ‘filler’ in Japanese,
explains that the word filler implies a wide variety of utterances that do not possess specific
meanings. She then illustrates fillers in Japanese with phrases or short comments such as
nanka (well), and empty utterables such as uuuun. Yamane (2002), who conducted a research
project about fillers in different types of conversation, demonstrated that a great number of
fillers are used in conversations, and she lists the fillers under study as:

A (a, aa)

Ano (ano, anoo, anone, anonee)
lya (iya, iyaa)

U (u, uun, un)

E (e, ee, eeto, eetoo, eetone)

O (o, 00)

Ko (ko, koo, konoo)

So (soone, soonee)

© 0o N o g Bk~ w0 D

Sono (sono, sonoo)

[ERY
o

. Nanka (nanka, nankane)

[
[

. Nante (nanteiimashitaka, nanteiimashouka, nanteiimasukane,
nanteiimasukanee, nantyuun, nantyuunokana, nantyuundeshouka,
nantyuundesukane)

12. Ne, (ne, nee)

13. Hai

14. Ma (ma, maa, mane)

15. Mo (mo, moo, moone, moonee)

16. So (so, so0)

With this long list of verbal fillers, Yamane proved the diversity of these
conversational phenomena in Japanese language. However, a closer look shows that a
number of fillers seem to be an extension of a root word, such as ano, anoo, anone and
anonee or eeto and eetoo. The difference between these is the prolongation. According to
Clark and Fox Tree (2002) it is usually easy to prolong common fillers, as can be seen in

Japanese ano and anoo. They also added that the speakers can use any brief filler if they can
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manage the rest of their utterance quickly, and that they can also stretch the fillers if they are
not yet prepared for their next utterance.

Maynard (2009) categorizes conversational fillers into two groups: Firstly, as
hesitation sounds that can function as both conversation openers and fillers such as anoo,
eeto, ee, maa, and nanka. And secondly, as expressions that are used in order to fill awkward
pauses such as nan to iimashoo ka (what shall I say?), muzukashii shitsumon desu ne (it’s a
difficult question, isn’t it?). A few researchers have also focused on expressions such as nan
to iimashoo ka in their studies regarding verbal fillers in Japanese language. Tian, Maruyama,
and Ginzburg (2017) introduced the term ‘SAQ’ (self-addressed-questions) of which ‘what’s
the word?’ is an example. Tian, et al. (2017) explained that SAQs are questions that are used
mid-utterance when the speaker has problems forming the desired speech. Tian, et al. (2017)
demonstrated examples of SAQs in Japanese language with nan dakke, nan deshitakke, nan
daro, nan desho, nanteyu and so on, and in their research, they separated filled pauses,® and
self-addressed-questions as two means of Own Communication Management (OCM).* From
the method in which this research was conducted, it can be assumed that the researchers did
not count expressions such as nan te yu as verbal fillers, and put them in another category.
However, Yamane (2002) counts these types of expressions, nante mashoka, nan teyu, nan
teyun desukane, as fillers too. This shows that researchers do not always agree on what fillers
are in Japanese.

Ide (1981) as cited in Kim (2007, p. 9), categorizes fillers in Japanese into three

groups:

1. Fillers that don’t carry a considerable meaning such as ee and aa or other
vowel filler
2. Fillers that have had their original meanings changed such as ano and sono®
3. Fillers with unclear meanings such as maa, yappari, and nanka
Some fillers such as maa, yappari, nanka, koo, and nanto originally functioned as

adverbials, but their original and initial meanings have become unclear as they are used so
often (Kim, 2007). Thus, even though some studies or dictionaries might focus on such
words’ status as adverbials, other studies include them in their experiments about verbal

fillers.

3 The term “filled pause’ means when the speakers use verbal fillers when needed during their speech instead of having a total silence.

# The term Own Communication Management is often called ‘self repair’ and refers to when the speaker needs to manage his speech by
using different devices such as fillers, or SAQs (Tian, et al., 2017).

5 As it was mentioned before, these fillers have originated from Japanese demonstratives, and therefore their meanings have changed.
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3.2. The functions of verbal fillers in Japanese language

A considerable number of studies have been dedicated to the functions of different
fillers in Japanese. Maynard (1989, p. 30) categorized fillers into two groups according to the
motive for their use: " (1) language-production-based fillers and (2) socially motivated
fillers.”. Her logic behind this categorization was that fillers in the first group are used when
the speech is hindered, and the fillers from the second group are used when the interlocutor
wants to fill a silence, as uttering them can create the impression that the conversation is
carried on without a break which can help to avoid embarrassment. Maynard (1989) also adds
that by using verbal fillers, the speaker shows hesitancy and uncertainty about their
comments, and this results in the speaker sounding less imposing. Another important factor
that Maynard (1989) adds is that many fillers cannot be divided into either the first group or
the second group, as they can belong to both at the same time, as in fillers such as soo da ne,
nanka, nanka nee, and so on.

According to Hayashi (2008), the functions of fillers in Japanese are not only time-
buying or hesitation-signalling, but also for organizing the conversation, calling for attention,
conveying alarm, softening the speech, and so on. In another study on Japanese verbal fillers,
Nakajima (2009, p. 1) categorized the functions of fillers depending on their placement in the
sentence, that is to say, whether a filler is positioned at the sentence start, sentence middle, or
sentence end. According to Nakajima (2009), the functions of fillers differ as shown in the
list below:

1. Sentence-initial position: these fillers are used when the speakers want to signal
their turn, an opening, a follow-up, or when they want to paraphrase their utterance. These
fillers can also show the speaker’s mental state of mind. For example, such as feeling
surprised.

2. Sentence-middle position: these fillers can signal a link word, and they are also a
sign of the speaker’s attempt to attract the addressee’s attention.

3. Sentence-final position: these fillers can either imply that the speaker is about to
say something embarrassing and is therefore hesitating, or they can indicate that the speaker
is about to finish his utterance.

Watanabe (2003) expresses another insight into the functions of fillers. She mentions
the connection between filler types and the complexity of the following utterance. For
instance, the frequent appearance of the filler eto at sentence boundaries can suggest that this
filler is usually used when the speaker is trying to add a considerable amount of information

to the conversation, and is planning to say more complicated sentences (Watanabe, 2003).
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In summary, there are several general functions in Japanese fillers, but in the
following sections the functions of the most frequently used fillers, maa, anoo, yappari, and

nanka are investigated in detail, in order to show what their concrete functions are.

3.3. Previous Studies of maa, anoo, yappari, and nanka
3.3.1. Functions of the filler ‘maa’

Some of the suggested functions of the filler maa by Yanagisawa and Feng (2018, p. 110)
are:
when the speaker has enough information about a topic
a sign of pride and modesty
when the speaker wants to soften the tone of the conversation
when the speaker has a metaphorical explanation to add

when the speaker is giving an example

o o~ w b -

When the speaker wants to summarize their previous remarks from a meta
perspective® 7

In order to further illustrate how maa can function in a conversation, Yanagisawa and
Feng explain that even though the use of the filler maa is diverse, one mutual factor among
all of its different functions is that the speaker has enough information about the topic being
spoken. Togashi (2002), as cited in Yanagisawa and Feng (2018, p. 110), explains this trait
using the following example:
A: Taroo-tte, ima nani shiteru-no?

Taroo  now what is doing
‘What is Taroo doing these days?’

B: Aitsu-wa, maa, daigakuin yatteru-yo.
He filler graduate school-student doing.
‘He 1s (filler) a graduate student.’

Togashi (2002), as cited in Yanagisawa and Feng (2018, p. 110), suggests that
because of the appearance of maa in this conversation it can be implied that B might be

hiding something, as in Taroo might not really be attending a graduate school, and that when

6 According to Wordsense online dictionary, a meta perspective is ‘the perspective one believes another person to attribute to him or her’.
(https://www.wordsense.eu/metaperspective/)
7 To clarify this function, Yanagisawa and Feng (2018, p. 110) use this example: ”Maa, (ima no hanashi-wa) joudan dakedo” (Maa, what |

said now was a joke). They also explain that in this sentence, the use of the filler maa in this situation is natural, and if any other filler is
used, the function will be changed into merely hesitation.
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maa is added to an announcement such as ‘Taroo is a graduate student’, it causes vagueness.
Yanagisawa and Feng (2018) argue that the ambiguity that can be felt from B’s utterance
cannot be interpreted as the speaker’s lack of information or knowledge about Taroo, and that

it is proof that the speaker knows enough about the topic.

3.3.2. Functions of the filler ‘anoo’

Matsumura and Ge (2017, pp. 44-50) sum up the functions of the anoo as follows:

When the speaker is searching for a word

When the speaker is trying to remember something

When the speaker wants to express their meaning in other words
When adding a supplementary explanation

o > w0 e

When the ongoing utterance is briefly suspended, so that the speaker can rectify a
mistake from their previous utterance

6. Functioning as a reminder or an alert

7. Softening or moderating the speech

Sadanobu and Takubo (1995), as cited in Watanabe (2003, p. 2473), in a comparative
study on the fillers anoo and eeto, argue that anoo is used when the speaker has difficulty in
creating a suitable speech pattern. For instance, in occasions where the speaker is talking to a
stranger or needs to be conscientious with the forms (Watanabe). One reason that the
presence of a stranger or the importance of the language form is mentioned in this study
might be the fact that in Japanese language, the ways one talks to his friends, family, co-
workers or strangers are totally different, and many verbs or even simple words can change
their forms according to the relationship between interlocutors.®

Yamane (2002) describes one function of fillers and introduces anoo as a typical example
of this function. She explains that when the speaking turn in a conversation changes, speech
overlaps occur, and as a result it is possible to mishear the initial part of the utterance. In
these situations, by using anoo in the beginning of the next utterance the speaker can avoid
being misheard by the listener.

8 For example: the verb ‘eat” in Japanese is &= 2 (taberu), but when one (usually male speakers) talks to his friends he might use the more
casual and informal from of this verb which is & 5 (kuu), and when one is speaking to a stranger or someone in a higher position than him
he uses polite forms of the verb such as 7 L k4% % (meshiagaru). However, this change of forms in not just limited to the verbs, in many
cases Japanese language speakers add beautification elements to their speech in order to make the speech more elegant, and they always do
this when speaking polite language. For example, adding o or go in the beginning of some words. (% 7z (hana, flower)- ¥ (% 7z (ohana).

Therefore, since these forms can easily become complicated to make during conversations, the speakers might need to concentrate more to
form them.
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“D: Moto-wa to ieba ainu no
Originally Ainu

E: Ee
Yeah

D: Anoo kamuiyukara
Filler Kamui-yukara®

E: Hai
Yes

D: Ee koto-ni taihen shigeki-wo uketa
E matter very motivation receive
Really inspired me” (Yamane, 2002, p. 142)1°

3.3.3. Function of the filler ‘yappari’

The word yappari, which is the casual form of yahari, is related to the unique world
view of the Japanese culture, as it is near impossible to find an English translation for this
word that can convey its meaning thoroughly, unless one tries to explain its meaning within a
context.!* Maynard (1991, p. 49) explains the functions of yappari in interactions with three

classifications:

1. Yappari can be used when the information mentioned in the speech is assumed to
be mutual between the interlocutors, and this might lead to a rapport being made
between them as it brings to their attention that they have something in common.

2. The speakers might use yappari to avoid silence in the conversation in order to
plan their next utterance or in order to emphasise that they are participating in the
conversation and the listener can expect them to continue talking.

3. Yappari can also be used as a hesitation marker, and therefore has the ability to
soften the speech, especially when the speaker wants to disagree with the other
interlocutor or say something that might not be pleasant.

Maynard (1991, p. 50) also includes one interesting feature of yappari in the dialogue below

and explains that, here, it can have several possible functions:

“A: Doko ga yuushoo-suru to omoimasu ka?

9 Ainu are the indigenous peoples of Japan, and Kamui-yukara refers to Ainu saga which is about Ainu mythology.

10 In order to understand this example better, a brief explanation of the term ‘backchannelig’ or ‘aizuchi’ in Japanese is needed.
Backchannels are some sounds or signs from the listener to the speaker meaning that they are listening to the speaker. For example, in this
example, when E says ‘ee’, he is implying that he is listening to the speaker and is engaged in the conversation. When the speaker wants to
continue after the listener inserts the backchannel, he starts the speech with ‘ano’ so that the information that he wants to add does not
overlap with the listener’s backchannel and that the information can be clearly heard.

11 yappari can also be shortened to yappa in casual conversations.
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Which team do you think will win?

B: Pa-riigu wa yappari seibu deshoo.
For the Pacific League, I think (lit. after all) it will be Seibu.

(Fuji Sankei Television (New York) news, broadcast on 7 April 1989)”

Maynard (1991) explains that if A and B are both Seibu fans, the use of yappari by B might
signals that the speaker is either planning his next utterance, wants to emphasise his
participation in the conversation, or build a rapport considering the fact that they both are
Seibu fans. Maynard (1991) also imagines another scenario where A supports another team
and B supports Seibu. In this case, by using yappari, B tries to soften his speech as it might

not be pleasant for the supporter of the other team.

3.3.4. Functions of the filler ‘nanka’

Omi (2014, p. 64) in a conclusion of her research on functions of nanka, classifies

them into five groups:

Linking or connecting gaps
Calling for attention
Maintaining the speaking turn

Expressing unclearness

o~ P

Signalling ambiguity

In the exchange below, Kojima (2010, pp. 26-27) explains that nanka is used to
express empathy and agreement. The conversation revolves around whether one should
continue working after getting married or not.

A: Haa, muzukashii da-yo-ne, nanka.
Ah difficult is  Filler
Ah, it is difficult (filler)

B: Muzukashii desune.
Difficult is
(Yeah), it is difficult

3.3.5. Summary
To sum up, Japanese fillers are ingrained in the language and appear frequently in
verbal communication. Japanese has a wide variety of fillers, and they have various functions

in conversation.
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This diversity begins from using expressions such as nan to iimashou ka (what shall | say?),
fillers like sono, and anoo which have traditionally originated from demonstratives to
yappari, maa, nanka, and so on.

As in English and many other languages around the world, verbal fillers in Japanese
aid both the speaker and the listener to have a smoother conversation, and can help the
interlocutors avoid misunderstandings, or mishearing.

Some of the functions of fillers in Japanese can be summarized as follows:

Indicating hesitation and uncertainty
Filling a silence during conversation
Sounding less imposing
Time-buying

Organizing the conversation
Attracting the listener’s attention
Softening the speech

Signalling speaking turn

© © N o g bk~ DN

Aiding the speaker to paraphrase
10. Signalling the speaker’s state of mind
11. Others.
It is also essential to remember that one filler can have more than one function during
a conversation, and therefore assigning only one function to a filler in a sentence with one
hundred percent certainty can be difficult.
In this chapter, verbal fillers and their functions in Japanese language have been
examined. The next chapter will explore some previous research about how gender can affect

the use of fillers and the possible reasons for any discrepancies.

4. Verbal fillers and gender differences

If the focus is on the users of a language instead of the language itself, both clear and
slight discrepancies can be found. Some of these differences are as a result of each user’s
kuchiguse, or in other words manners of talking or favorite words and phrases, whilst some of
them are different because other variables are present. These variables can be cultural

background, age, gender, social position, and so on.
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There have been obvious signs indicating that women and men use language
differently. By only searching for books about Japanese language and gender, the following
books are quickly found: ‘Women language and Japanese language’ (Nakamura, 2012),
‘Japanese language and women’ (Jugaku, 1979), “‘Women change ninety percent by the way
they talk’ (Fukuda, 2018), or ‘More skilful way of talking for women’ (Hino, 2015).
However, a search for similar books aimed at only men and suggesting a particular way they
should speak are not easily found. These search results indicate that women do, or at least are
expected to, speak differently. Therefore, it can be expected that the way they use Japanese
language and its components can be different. But, has this difference or social expectation
resulted in a difference in the use of verbal fillers as well? Do different genders use them
differently? If yes, how? Do women use more fillers than men? or is it vice versa? Do they
use the same number of fillers in total, but use some specific fillers more than the other
group? What causes these discrepancies? In order to find the answers, a review of previous

research on the topic is needed.

4.1. Fillers and gender in English

There has been a great number of valuable research on verbal fillers and their
functions in English, and the interest in this area has led to a number of studies focusing on
the connection between verbal fillers and factors other than linguistical components or the
context of speech. Some studies have focused on the characteristics of the participants in their
studies such as their age, gender, social statues and so on.

In a study by Navratilova (2015), ten minutes of the conversations between four
female students, and four male students were recorded. In the beginning of each recording,
the researcher had left the place of conversation after providing the participants with a topic
of conversation generally thought of as controversial. The participants did not know what
topic would be chosen beforehand and did not know the purpose of the research, and
therefore their conversation had a natural flow. After finishing the recording, the
conversations were transcribed, and the number of fillers and their functions were analysed.
After analysing the data, the researcher found out that the female participants had used 171
lexicalized (such as kind of, well, like, and so on) and unlexicalized (such as ee, ehm, and so
on) fillers in total, while the male participants had used 159 lexicalized and unlexicalized

fillers. As a result, the researcher concluded that women in his study tend to use more verbal
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fillers than men, and one possible reason for this, according to Navratilova (2015) is that
women tend to speak with less certainty compared to men.

Laserna, Seih, and Pennebaker (2014) investigated the relationship between the
frequency of five filler words, | mean, you know, like, uh, um, with gender, age and
personality traits of the participants. In this study, samples of naturally occurring verbal
conversations over the course of several days were recorded by Electronically Activated
Recorders (EARs). Furthermore, 263 participants (137 females and 126 males) took part in
this study and the age range was from 17 to 69 years old. 123 participants from early college,
36 late college, 59 early adulthood, 45 adulthood. One difference between this study and the
study by Navratilova (2015) is that here, the researchers categorized the five filler words into
two groups of filled pauses (including uh, and um) and discourse markers (I mean, you know,
like), and their results varied for these two groups. Concerning the differences between filled
pauses and discourse markers, the difficulty of drawing a line between the two terms cannot
be denied. For instance, in some studies the word like is mentioned as a discourse marker in
English (Fuller, 2003), and in some others like is labelled as a verbal filler (Laserna et al.,
2014). Laserna et al. (2014) explains that filled pauses are thought to be signals of a speaker’s
disfluency, or signals from the speaker that carry a certain message, whilst the nature of
discourse markers is that they are short phrases that are prevalent in natural conversation, and
do not have any grammatical attributes. Nevertheless, after analysing the transcriptions of the
recorded conversations, Laserna et al. (2014) stated that the use of filled pauses was related to
the age of the participants and not their gender, while both age and gender affected how
discourse markers were used.

In order to exemplify the difficulty and vagueness when distinguishing between fillers
and discourse markers, another explanation for discourse markers can be added. Hayashi
(2008) explains that discourse markers either help build consistency in the whole discourse,
such as repair function and rephrasing, or can alleviate and soften loss of face in a
conversation. According to Fuller (2003) who brings into attention another aspect of
discourse markers, it is thought that discourse markers do not affect how true an utterance
might sound. She continues that for example the word like can sometimes affect this factor,
and therefore there is uncertainty around its status as discourse marker.*? Schiffrin (1987), as

cited in Thornbury and Slade (2006), considers that discourse markers signal the connection

2 Fuller (2003, p. 367) explains: “...the utterance sometimes I don’t talk to anyone but my husband and my dogs for, like, a week does not
have the same truth conditions as the utterance sometimes I don’t talk to anyone but my husband and my dogs for a week; the former
utterance, but not the latter, could be said to be true if the speaker talked to no one but her hushand or her dogs for five days, or for ten.”.
Thus, like can be regarded as a discourse marker if it does not change the meaning of the sentence (Fuller, 2003).
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between the previous utterance and the current utterance. Some examples of discourse
markers in English by Thornbury and Slade (2006) are: but, so, for example, firstly, anyway,
and so on.

However, when compared to English, Japanese appears to have a clearer distinction
between discourse markers and verbal fillers. In a study about conversation analysis,
Szatrowski (2018) includes shikashi (but), demo (but), dakara (and so), tashikani (certainly),
and so on, as discourse markers. The only word that has been mentioned both as filler by
Yamane (2002) and as discourse marker by Szatrowski (2018) is moo. Therefore, considering
the way fillers and discourse markers have been described in different studies, it can be
assumed that the functions and the definition of the two terms can overlap, and for this
reason, assigning a certain function for each of them proves to be challenging and
problematic.

Laserna et al. (2014) concluded that young people, females, or young females have
more tendency to use discourse markers in their utterance, and that discourse markers can
mark age and gender. Another finding in their study was that the connection between gender
and the use of discourse markers is stronger during college years and gets weaker as people
age. The researchers of this study think it probable that this is as a possible result of the
switch to adult life and responsibilities. Why did females in this study use more discourse
markers? What kind of people use discourse markers more frequently? As a possible answer
to these questions, Laserna et al. (2014) also adds that conscientious people tend to use more
discourse markers as they usually tend to be more considerate and mindful of themselves and
their surroundings, and that by using discourse markers such as | mean or you know the
speaker is showing her desire for the listener to voice her opinion also.

In another study, Matei (2011) had the hypothesis that variables such as age or gender
affect the discourse markers in conversations. In order to prove this hypothesis, she provided
the six participants of her study with voice recorders so that they could record themselves
whenever possible for any amount of time that they could. In the end, she collected seven
hours of informal conversation between one male and female in their thirties (a couple), two
males (friends), and two females (roommates). The languages of these conversations were
English and Romanian, but she concluded that the functions of discourse markers in
Romanian are in most cases identical to their equivalent in English language. Therefore, it is
worth mentioning her results in this section. She concludes that women used far more

discourse markers compared to men in this study. According to her, when women have the
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listener’s role, they tend to encourage the speaker to continue their speaking turns and they do
not interrupt the speaker as much as men tend to interrupt women in a conversation.

Moreover, Tottie (2011) investigated the verbal fillers er/uh and erm/um in British
English and considered these two fillers as sociolinguistic markers and the results of this
study contradict some of the aforementioned studies. Her study states that these fillers differ
according to the degree of formality, age, gender, and different socio-economic classes.
Tottie (2011) concludes that men, older people and educated people tend to use more verbal
fillers compared to women, younger people, and less educated people. Tottie (2011, p. 180)
also refers to three other studies by Shriberg (1994), Bortfeld, et al. (2001) and Rayson et al.
(1997) in which it was concluded that men tend to use more fillers than women. However,
she mentions that compared to gender and status of the speakers, the use of verbal fillers is
affected by age but to a lesser degree. She adds that according to some studies, older speakers
use more fillers than the younger speakers, but the younger groups in these studies are under-
represented.

To sum up, according to Navratilova (2015), and Laserna et al. (2014) women tend to
use more verbal fillers or discourse markers than men. Laserna et al. (2014) also mentions
that younger speakers use more discourse markers than older speakers. However, according
to the study by Tottie (2011) men and older people use more verbal fillers compared to
women and younger people. Even though the results from these studies contradicted each
other, the type of fillers which were studied should be considered. In some of these studies
fillers such as like, well, you know, and | mean were examined, while in some others such as
the studies by Tottie (2011) and those cited by her, the focus was on fillers such as uh and
um. Thus, it may not be fair to compare the results of the researchers which examined
different fillers. A more clear and consistent result can be achieved by more detailed studies

focused on verbal fillers, and discourse markers.

4.2. Fillers and gender in Japanese

As presented in the previous section, there have been studies proving that men
and women use verbal fillers differently, and that age can also affect the use of fillers in
verbal communication. Studies focused on gender differences in Japanese language have also
proven similar findings amongst the users of this language. According to Reynolds (2001),
one unique trait of Japanese language is that there seems to be forms or parts of the language
that are specific depending on whether one is male or female. In addition, there are some
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form or words which one gender will use overwhelmingly more than the other (Reynolds,
2001).

In this section, some previous research regarding the use of Japanese fillers and its
connection with the gender of the speakers will be explored.

In a study focused on the functions of the filler nanka, Omi (2014) briefly mentions
that when nanka functions as a call for attention in a conversation, female speakers tend to
use it more than male speakers. Therefore, in this study, the effect of the speaker’s gender on
the use of the verbal filler, nanka, seemed to be confirmed.

Some of the most detailed and thorough research about verbal fillers in Japanese
language, is conducted by Yamane (2002). One of the chapters in her book focuses on
conversational fillers and their relationships with variables such as gender, age, and
individual differences. The participants in Yamane’s data are gathered from two talk shows
and one interview program in the period between 1998 and 1999, ** and the participants
include two men facilitators of the programmes and two women facilitators each interviewing
one guest who is younger than them and another guest who is older than them. To explain
further, for example, the first male facilitator is 52 years old and in the first interview he talks
to a 26-year-old male singer, and in the second to a 60-year-old actor. The second male
facilitator is 65 years old and also has two interviews. One with a 52-year-old female writer,
and the other with another female writer of 78 years old. The same condition is used for the
female facilitators. A 65-year-old female facilitator talks first to a 22-year-old actress, and
then to a 70-year-old female writer. The next female facilitator is 51 years old, and she talks
to two male writers of 41 and 71 years old. This data was examined from different
perspectives such as the participants’ age, gender, social status, the position of the filler in the
sentence, the functions of fillers, and individual differences. Here, only the perspective
regarding the gender of the participants will be briefed. Yamane (2002) announces that male
speakers’ utterance time was 52 minutes and 52 seconds and in total 655 fillers were used.
On the other hand, the female speakers’ utterance time was 69 minutes and 14 seconds and in
total 739 fillers were used. Considering the total number of fillers, female interlocutors in this
study used more fillers than male interlocutors, and regarding the fillers maa, nanka, and
anoo, according to Yamane’s (2002, pp. 162-163) data, they were all used more by women.

Yamane (2002) also mentions that fillers with the ne particle in the end such as anone(e),

13 Yamane (2002) mentions the following shows which were used to gather her data; Waratte iitomo (385 T\x\» & %), Tetsuko no heya
(¥ D #F =) and Shuukan bukku rebyuu (B1E 7" v 7 L & 2 —).
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mane and nankane were popular amongst female speakers. Ne(e) is a particle that appears at
the end of a word or a sentence and one of the explanations mentioned by Koujien dictionary
(Shinmura, 2008) is that this particle can be used to express slight passion or excitement.
Nevertheless, Morita (2018) emphasizes that ne(e) cannot be explained with a simple and
fixed definition, and it is more complicated. Yamane (2002) considers fillers with the final
particle ne(e) as a filler that can express the mental state of the speaker, and the results
suggest that women tend to convey their mental state during a conversation more.

Ge (2017) conducted research about gender differences and fillers in Japanese using a
similar method to Yamane’s (2002), as she retrieved her data from the same talk show
program, Tetsuko no heya, in addition to gathering data from conversations amongst
university students in their twenties. She then divided them into formal settings and informal
settings, while referencing to the functions of fillers researched by Yamane (2002).

After analysing this data, Ge (2017) states that in formal settings, male guests frequently used
fillers in order to transfer the speaking right to the moderator of the program, Tetsuko.
Additionally, Ge (2017, p. 10) mentions the following situations in which the male speakers
used fillers:

1. When they wanted to disagree, but felt the need to soften their utterance as they

considered the other interlocutor’s (Tetsuko) feelings as well

2. When expressing sympathy

3. When expressing their mental state

4. When wanting to get the addressee on their side by building a common understanding

5. When helping the conversation to progress smoothly.

Ge’s (2017) study also shows that female guests used verbal fillers to show hesitation
when mentioning something about either themselves or their families. Compared to Yamane
(2002) ’s conclusion in which women had used fillers to express their mental state, this study
suggests that in this case men expressed their mental state by the use of fillers, and it seems
that the male guests also took the moderator’s feelings into account. Ge (2017) clarifies that a
possible reason for this difference can be the distinctiveness of the scenario, because: Firstly,
in this setting the audience is also present when Tetsuko and her guests are conversing.
Secondly, if Tetsuko’s age (which is usually much greater than the guests), social status, and
her speech’s politeness level are taken into account, as a result it can be assumed that the
male guests place more emphasis on the hierarchy and speak more politely to her. What can
be concluded from the formal section of this study, which is the collected data from Tetsuko

no heya, is that in such settings many extra factors can affect the speaker’s speech. For



29

example, the male guests wanted to sound extra polite and considerate in front of a famous
host and the audience.

When progressing to the informal conversations of her data, which were
conversations amongst university students, Ge (2017) comes to the conclusion that male
speakers used fillers in two situations:

1. When mentioning information about the listener or a third party, they voiced the

ambiguity of the information.

2. When they did not want to talk about their private life, they showed their hesitancy to

the other party by using fillers.

Regarding the women participants, the use of fillers in order to hold the conversation
floor was frequently observed. Ge (2017) then focuses on one of the functions of fillers in
which they are used as interpersonal relationship adjustment tools. According to Ge (2019,
pp. 62-63) interpersonal relationship adjustment function consists of four subdivisions:
moderating the speech, signalling hesitation, common understanding, and taking back the
speaking right. For instance, according to the data from Tetsuko no heya in Ge’s (2019)
study, it was observed that the speakers used fillers to moderate the speech in situations
where they were asking questions, voicing disagreement, or making negative or difficult to
say comments so that the listener does not lose face. In summary, Ge (2019) mentions that
the male and the female speaker used different functions of fillers in their conversations, but
unfortunately, she does not mention if, in total, the male speakers used more fillers than the
female speakers or vice versa, as the main focus of her study is to investigate the functions of
fillers.

In a study by Reynolds (2001) the link between verbal fillers and gender in natural
conversation is investigated. The material for this study is natural conversations amongst
university students collected by other researchers before, and the gender difference in the use
of verbal fillers Yappari, maa, nanka, anoo is the objective. Here, 12 naturally occurring one-
on-one 30-minute-conversations between university students were transcribed. The results of
this study suggested that when the total usage of the fillers nanka, anoo, maa, and yappari
were counted, women used more fillers than men. Moreover, another finding in this study
suggested that the fillers nanka, and anoo are considered more feminine, and the fillers maa
and yappari are thought to be masculine. It is also mentioned that vowel fillers such as e, aa

and oo were used more frequently by males than females. ** Regarding vowel fillers, a similar

14 sometimes speakers stop their exhalation for a very short period of time and reproduce the same vowel as the vowel of the previous
syllable with varying lengths (Reynolds, 2001). Reynolds (2001) calls these types of vowels, vowel fillers.
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observation was made by Yamane (2002) as well. Why does each gender tend to use some
specific fillers more often? Why are some fillers labelled as feminine or masculine?

One main difference between the study by Reynolds (2001) and the previously
mentioned studies is that she places more emphasis on factors such as gender roles in the
society, the relationship between language and society, and the hidden meanings of words or
other components that are implied and inserted in the language by the society and how the
society perceives women and men’s position. Therefore, she believes that when encountering
fillers in speech, one cannot ignore the connection between the language, culture, and society.

Reynolds (2001) remarks that a closer look at seemingly trivial fillers in Japanese can
reveal the division of gender roles (yakuwaribuntan) in the language as it can for instance
suggest that male language is a public language, and the female language is considered to be
a private or more personal language. In other words, she seems to assume that what male
speakers say can be generalized to the public point of view, and what female speakers say is
often conceived as their personal opinion. For instance, if one takes the definitions and the
functions of yappari, which was mentioned in the previous chapter, into account, Reynolds’
(2001) point of view becomes easier to understand. According to her, it seems as if the
speaker uses yappari as a mechanism in order to make his own thoughts come across as a
cultural standard. For example, the sentence (Reynolds, 2001, p. 105):

Onna-no shiawase-wa yappari kekkon-da-yo.

Women happiness filler  marriage is
which can roughly be translated as ‘as expected, women’s happiness is dependent on
marriage’ has a sense of male dominance hidden in it, but the reason that it is difficult to see
this dominance is that this expression is traditionally used casually amongst friends, family,
and so on (Reynolds, 2001).

Using these perspectives, Reynolds (2001) concludes that as a result, fillers such as
yappari and maa which can control and dominate the conversation are considered to be
masculine fillers, and fillers such as nanka and anoo which can soften or lessen the self-
assertion in an utterance are considered to be feminine fillers.

In another study by Kim (2007), which is a comparative study between Japanese and
Korean pause fillers, the researcher audio-recorded conversations in a university classroom.
The participants consisted of two groups of female-female, and two groups of male-male.
According to the results of this study, male speakers used more fillers than female speakers in
both Korean and Japanese language. Kim also states that more than 70 percent of the pause

fillers used in her data were the fillers ano, yappari, maa, de and nanka. All of these fillers
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were used more by male speakers than female speakers, apart from the filler nanka which
was used 54 times by female speakers, and only 16 times by male speakers. These results
comply with Reynolds’ (2001) hypothesis regarding the femininity of nanka, and the
masculinity of maa and yappari. However, the result of the filler anoo contradicts Reynolds
(2001) assumption as in Kim’s (2007) study, anoo was used 32 times by men, and only 14
times by women.

To conclude, one general assumption can be that men tend to use specific fillers such as
the previously mentioned yappari, and maa because of the cultural consensus that men are in
a higher position than women and should control, dominate, or manage the conversation.
Further assumptions can be that women tend to use the filler nanka relatively more than men,
and that the use of fillers in order to soften the speech is common amongst female speakers.
However, it has also been proved that depending on the circumstances of a conversation, men

might use fillers in a similar vein to how women usually tend to use fillers.

4.3. Summary

Regarding the use of verbal fillers in female speech and male speech, a number of
studies have been conducted, and some conclusions have been drawn. Some studies have
suggested that women tend to use fillers more than men as they are considered to be more
considerate, and conscious of other people’s feelings and emotions. They also tend to express
less certainty, and they do not interrupt the other interlocutor as much as men do.

These findings have been observed in studies in different eras with some studies also
factoring in the gender difference in conversation. For example, Lakoff (1975), as cited in Ge
(2017), points out that the reason for discrepancy between men and women’s speech is
because women belong to a subordinate social status, and Tannen (1990), as cited in Ge
(2017), states that women tend to deem their relationship with the other interlocutor as
important, and men tend to put emphasis on knowing or having information that others do
not. However, it should also be considered that there are some studies that suggest that men
use fillers more than women.

Nevertheless, it is important to take into consideration other variables such as the
hierarchical relationship between the interlocutors, their social status, the circumstances in
which they are conversing, their age, and so on. Ge (2017) states that even though the general
claim is that male language is more dominant, direct, and places greater emphasis on
communicating information, whereas female language signals subordinacy, indirectness, and

values the importance of interpersonal relationships, this claim is not always valid.
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In order to see if there is actually a gender difference on the frequency of some fillers,
authentic data from conversations between native Japanese speakers has been collected. In

the next chapter the methodology, the data, and the findings of this data will be introduced.

5. Methodology and Data

Having gone through various previous studies of gender differences in the use of
fillers in the previous chapter, the main objective of this chapter is to investigate how
different native Japanese male and female speakers use verbal fillers, and the possible reasons
for any discrepancy between genders. Do female speakers tend to use more fillers than male
speakers or less? Which fillers are used more by one of the two groups? What has caused
these differences?

According to Podesva and Sharma (2013, p. 13) “Research on language always
involves human agents — speakers, writers, readers, or hearers of the language in question.”.
Thus, in order to find the answers to these questions, new authentic data was collected for this
thesis that presents male speakers and female speakers. In this chapter, the method of

investigation, the participants, the data and its findings are presented.

5.1. Data collection and research methods

This chapter analyses several conversations amongst six groups of native Japanese
speakers. Originally, the data of this study was planned to be collected on a field trip to Japan
during the third semester of this master’s programme. However, due to the Covid-19 situation
this was not viable.

Consequently, the participants were found through friends of acquaintances whom |
had had no personal relationships with. The participants were recorded having conversations
through the Zoom application, and each conversation lasted for fifteen minutes. The reason
for recording conversations with video was twofold: Firstly, seeing the speakers whilst
talking and seeing their facial expressions can ease the process of transcribing the
conversations. Secondly, having the videos helps the researcher to tell apart the speakers and
know who is talking. After recording the conversations, they were transcribed, the number of
fillers, anoo, maa, nanka, yappari, and other fillers used in each conversation was counted,
and the number of the fillers used by each participant was totalled. In the end, these numbers
were compared to other participants, and some of the previously mentioned studies,
especially the study by Kim (2007), and the differences were investigated.
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Hence, the methods that are utilized in this study are both quantitative research
method and qualitative research method. Using the mixture of these two research methods
has become more and more common within linguistic fields as it can provide more accurate
results. The reason is that with the quantitative method, the researcher can analyse their data
with accurate and detailed numbers. Whilst using the qualitative method, the researcher
pauses within each data group to have a more in-depth evaluation. Regarding this thesis,
quantitative research method has been an aid to access the number of the times different
fillers are used by each participant and therefore has been an enabler to compare these clear
and detailed numbers. On the other hand, qualitative research method has helped to study the
participants on a deeper level, and consider circumstances such as the relationship between
the participants, the sensitivity of the topics being discussed, their personalities, and possible
reasons for their speaking behaviour.

5.1.1. Participants

Even though finding native Japanese speakers might appear to be an easy task,
deciding whom to record, and what variables to consider can be challenging. Considering
previous studies which were introduced in the preceding chapters, it was shown that the age,
social status, and relationships between the participants can affect how they use verbal fillers
in their conversations. As the gender of the speakers is the main focus of this paper, the
influences that age, social and hierarchical status and other variables can apply, are limited as
much as possible.

Participants were divided into six groups, and each participant was asked to invite one
of their friends whom they have a close relationship with, in a way that when they converse,
they do not use polite and honorific language. They were also asked to choose someone who
IS not much younger or much older than themselves as | wanted to provide an atmosphere
where the participants can be as relaxed as possible, because when speaking to someone who
is older or is a stranger, the speaker might feel more stressed, and might be constantly aware
of using appropriate language. An overview of the participants is given below, but in order to
protect their identity their personal information is not mentioned.
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Table 1

Participants of The Study

Participant Gender Age Group number
F1 Female 31 1
F2 Female 31 1
F3 Female 32 2
F4 Female 33 2
M1 Male 28 3
M2 Male 28 3
M3 Male 40 4
M4 Male 40 4
M5 Male 35 5
F5 Female 30 5
M6 Male 25 6
F6 Female 33 6

In general, when the age of the participants in a conversation is closer to each other,
they can have a relatively more relaxed conversation, and they are not conscious of the age
gap between them, compared to when they speak to someone who is much older or younger
than them. Hence, the age range for the participants in this study was decided to be from 25
to 40 years old, and the age gap between the participants in each group is less than 10 years.
One advantage of this stipulation is that the participants did not have to choose their language
carefully, as they were talking to their friend with whom they did not have much difference in
age or social status.

Moreover, the reason that in groups 1, 2, 3, and 4, the participants were of the same
gender is to compare the results of this investigation with the study by Kim (2007), since the
methods and the purpose of the studies are similar. Additionally, the last two groups consist
of participants of opposing genders, for the purpose of investigating if there are noticeable
differences compared to when participants speak to someone of the same gender as them.

5.1.2. Settings

As mentioned before, the purpose of this chapter is to investigate the use of fillers in
naturally occurring conversations. Therefore, if participants are given a particular topic, the
possibility of using verbal fillers to express hesitation by the participants becomes greater,

and other functions of fillers might be underrepresented. For instance, if the participants are
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asked to talk about how the government policies have changed the situation in the health care
system during the last ten years, they will most likely use a great number of fillers to show
their uncertainty and to buy more time to think as they are plausibly not familiar with the
topic. They might use fillers to show their mental state or their modesty for example,
depending on how the conversation develops, but for the majority of time they might mainly
use fillers to show their hesitation, and therefore the result might not be as fulfilling as
expected. In order to avoid this, participants of this study were told to talk about whatever
they wanted.

Another important factor is how natural and uncensored a conversation is. The most
naturally occurring conversations are when the participants are not aware they are being
recorded, but due to privacy matters and ethical values in research, recording conversations
without informing the participants is not feasible. When the participants are aware that they
are being recorded, they might be stressed, they might be conscious of the topic that they
choose to talk about, they might be conscious of the fact that they are being recorded, or they
might think about being judged by the researcher. In order to avoid this as much as possible, |
briefly introduced myself and tried to make a comfortable atmosphere by building a good
rapport before starting the recording. Apart from that, several other factors were also taken

into consideration:

1. Participants were told that after the conversations are transcribed, the
recordings will be deleted.

2. Participants were told that the focus in this study is no more than the language,
and that their beliefs and opinions would not be judged.

3. Participants were told that if they mention information which could lead to a
person or place being identified, this information will not be transcribed, and
will be deleted.

Being made aware of these factors, participants immediately felt more comfortable and
relaxed. After three of four minutes from the beginning of recordings, all of the participants
were so relaxed when conversing that a message had to be sent to remind them of the time
limit, which means that the participants were not feeling stressed about being recorded and
had forgotten about it. These conditions can have helped the result of this study to be as
realistic as possible. Another point is that, despite briefing the participants about the field of
this study, they were not told what the purpose of this study was until after the recording had

ended. The reason was that making them aware of verbal fillers would have affected the
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results negatively, as they would have become more conscious of their language (in this case

verbal fillers), and therefore a naturally occurring conversation would unlikely be achieved.

5.1.3. Advantages and disadvantages

During the process of gathering the data and analysing it, both advantages and
disadvantages can be experienced, and there are considerations that need to be made and
steps to be taken.

Even though gathering data by recording conversations gives the researcher flexibility
to be able to go through the data as many times as needed, and enables her to transcribe the
conversations carefully, some difficulties can be experienced. If the recording is made
through the internet, such as this investigation, it is possible that due to weak internet
connection, some parts of the conversations become inaudible and difficult to write down.
Another challenge is when the participants’ speech overlap which can lead to difficulty
distinguishing words and sounds. It is also undeniable that transcribing recorded

conversations is time-consuming and can be problematic.

5.2. Data analysis
As expected, participants of this study, reacted differently according to their

personalities. Some participants fell into the process of talking whilst being recorded easier
than others, and some of them were slower to find a topic to talk about.
In this section, the data from each group will be analysed, but before doing that some points
regarding the analysis need to be clarified:

1. In this analysis, ma, maa and maane are all grouped as maa.

2. The same applies to nanka, nankane, and nankasa which are all grouped as nanka.

3. Ano, anoo, and anone are all referred to as anoo.

4. Yappa, yappari, and yapparine belong to yappari category.

5. Fillers such as aa, ee, un, eeto, de, dakara, chotto, sono, koo which appeared in this

data, are all labelled as others in the analysis section.® ¢

15 The reason that these fillers are mentioned amongst all the other Japanese fillers is that these fillers were used in the study by Kim (2007)
and were also used by the participants in this thesis. Therefore, it can be useful to compare the results of the two studies.

16 Another fact is that regarding words such as dakara (which originally is a conjunction), chotto (adverb) or de (conjunction), only
instances in which they functioned as fillers are counted. For example, in ‘Chotto nagai-na (it is a bit long)’ chotto functions as a degree
adverb and the speaker is literally referring to how something is a bit long and therefore, this adverb is not counted as a filler in this thesis.
However, in this sentence: ‘da-ne, chotto taimingu-ga yappari, shitteru-to nantonaku shiriai toka-ga iru jikitte arukara-ne” which means ‘as
expected, if you know the timing, you can somehow see acquaintances (in there)’ chotto is used before the word ‘timing’ and functions as a
filler and consequently is counted as filler in the ‘others’ category. Additionally, some sounds or words such as ee, or un can be used as
backchanneling, or aizuchi in Japanese. Backchanneling refers to when the listener interjects some sounds or words in order to show that
(s)he is paying attention to the speaker’s utterance. Consequently, in this study backchanneling instances are not counted as fillers.
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For each group, two tables are provided. The first table shows the number of times fillers
were used in each minute, and the second table provides an overview of the number of times

each filler was used by the participants in total.

5.2.1. Group 1

This group consists of two thirty-one-year-old female speakers, F1 and F2. In the
beginning of the recording, it could be observed that the participants were struggling to find a
topic. However, after the first minute their conversation seemed to start flowing easier. The
topics being spoken by this group included the weather, the Covid-19 pandemic, traveling,
daily life, and an acquaintance. Below, the analysis of this conversation (see Appendix A) is

shown:

Table 2 Table 3

Minute-by-minute Analysis of Group 1 Total Number of Fillers in Group 1

F1 F2 Total
Maa 2 4 6
Nanka 22 20 42
Anoo 0 8 8
Yappari 1 2 3
Others 13 10 23
Total 38 44 82
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The total number of fillers data suggests that the filler nanka was the most frequently used
filler in this conversation, and both F1 and F2 had used it considerably more than the other
fillers. Considering Reynolds’ (2001) assumption of nanka as a feminine filler, and Kim’s
(2007) conclusion that women used nanka more than men in her data, the frequent use of
nanka by these female participants is not surprising. Regarding maa, and yappari no
considerable difference was observed. The tables also show that F2 used a few more fillers
than F1 in total, but this difference is mainly because of how the speakers used the filler
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anoo, as F1 did not use this filler during these fifteen minutes, but F2 used it 8 times. F2 used
anoo in order to make use of its various functions such as word-searching, repairing the
previous utterance, adding more explanation and so on. One possible reason for the different
use of anoo between F1 and F2 might be personal preference or kuchiguse.!’ For instance, if
F2 had used anoo to find a word, or to try to remember something, F1 might had used other
alternatives in similar situations. It was observed in the analysis that F1 had often used
expressions such as nandarou, nannandarouna, and nannandakke which have a similar
meaning to whatchamacallit in English.!® This difference might imply that the use of anoo by
female speakers might depend on the speaker’s speaking style, and which filler the speaker
decides to use in order to convey the meaning she wants as accurately as possible. Therefore,
it is possible that F1 had utilized other alternatives instead of using anoo. Nevertheless, as
assigning one fixed function to filler words appears to be extremely difficult and almost
impossible due to their multiple-functional-features, more thorough study focused on the

filler difference between the same genders can give more clear justifications.

5.2.2. Group 2

The participants of this group are two females, F3 and F4. F3 is 32, and F4 is 33 years
old. Both speakers happened upon a topic immediately after the recording started, and were
equally active in participating in the conversation. They talked about their hair styles, a class
that they were going to together, pandemic consequences, their previous memories together,
and an upcoming wedding. Below, the details of this conversation (see Appendix B) on fillers

can be found:

17f Kuchiguse, 198, is directly translated into English, it means ‘the habit of the mouth’, which is used to describe habitual words or
phrases that one uses often.

18 Cambridge Dictionary provides the following definition for whatchamacallit: “Used when you are speaking about something or someone
whose name you can not remember”
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Table 4 Table 5

Minute-by-minute Analysis of Group 2 Total Number of Fillers in Group 2

S

F3
Maa 9
Nanka 20
Anoo 3
Yappari 11
Others 25
Total 68
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One noticeable feature of this conversation is that in the last five minutes, F4 did not use any
of the fillers maa, nanka, anoo, yappari, or even others. Moreover, the total number of the
fillers used by F3 was also considerably higher than F4. The filler nanka was used 20 times
by F3, whilst it was only used 4 times by F4. The use of the filler yappari was also
noteworthy, since it was used 11 times by F3 and 0 times by F4. As was explained in chapter
3, Reynolds (2001) claimed that yappari is a masculine filler, and that this filler can be used
to control or dominate the conversation, but it was not the case that F3 dominated the
conversation. As far as it was observed, both participants were active and engaged in the
conversation, and interruption was not observed very often. It also seemed that both
participants were controlling the conversation and were regularly exchanging the role of
controller, and therefore more dominance by one specific speaker was not observed. This
observation can suggest that even if a filler is considered to be masculine, it does not imply
that it cannot be used frequently by female speakers or non-dominant speakers. Similar to
group 1, nanka was the most frequently used filler in group 2, but in this group, it was mainly
used by F3. The same situation was observed regarding the filler group others, as F3 used
those fillers 25 times in total, and F4 only used them 3 times. This again might be the result
of different speaking habits of the individuals, and it can imply that even though verbal fillers

are a crucial part of a natural conversation, it does not mean that every single individual will
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use them noticeably often. However, as was mentioned before, finding answers for possible

reasons with high accuracy can be extremely challenging and requires further research.

5.2.3. Group 3

This group presents two male participants, M1 and M2, who were both twenty-eight
years old. They were conscious of being recorded, especially in the beginning, but eventually
felt more relaxed and comfortable. The topics of this conversation (see Appendix C) were
mainly anime, work, and daily life matters. The tables below show the frequency of fillers
amongst M1 and M2.

Table 6 Table 7

Minute-by-minute Analysis of Group 3 Total Number of Fillers in Group 3

M1
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Total
Maa 9 9 18
Nanka 3 2 5
ANoo 5 5 10
Yappari 0 1 1
Others 18 29 46
Total 35 46 81

0-1 3
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One interesting observation of this analysis is how similar the number of times that each
participant used the four fillers, maa, nanka, anoo and yappari was. The filler maa was used
slightly more than the other three fillers. M1 used 35 fillers and M2 used 46 fillers in total.
They both seemed to have similar conversational styles compared to participants in the
previous groups, as the numbers in the table for each participant are close to each other. M1
and M2 seemed to exchange the speaking turn regularly and regarding the speaking time no

noticeable unbalance was observed.
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5.2.4. Group 4

The male participants in this group, M3 and M4, are both forty years old, and they
immediately started their conversation around a topic that they were talking about right
before the recording. The topics of this conversation (see Appendix D) were Japanese
society, music, their living situations, and personal life. The following tables present the

results:

Table 8 Table 9

Minute-by-minute Analysis of Group 4 Total Number of Fillers in Group 4

M3 M4 Total
Maa 4 3 7
Nanka 27 32
Anoo 3 7
Yappari 1 2
Others 13 28 40
Total 28 62 90
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Compared to group 3, a significant difference in the usage of fillers within this group
is clear. M4 used 62 fillers in total, whilst M3 used only 28 fillers. Fillers maa, anoo, and
yappari were used a similar amount of times, and not very often. Regarding M3, he used very
few of the four fillers, and used more fillers from the others category. On the other hand, M4
used others and nanka 28 and 27 times respectively. One reason for this discrepancy, as it
was mentioned before, can be the speaking habits of each participant, but in this conversation
M4 seems to have taken advantage of various functions of nanka. For instance, during the
third to fourth minute of this conversation, M4 used 10 fillers and half of them were the filler
nanka, whilst the rest were the fillers de, dakara, aa, aa, and anoo. During this one minute he
was trying to explain how a musical instrument that he plays, functions. Therefore, he might

have used nanka frequently in order to maintain his speaking turn until he finished his
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explanation, in order to buy more time to find words to explain better, and so on. He also
used nanka frequently when he was talking about his personal life and relationships. This can
also suggest that he might have been trying to convey his mental state, trying to soften the
tone as he was talking about a sensitive topic, express ambiguity as he was talking about
someone else whilst including aspects of his private life, and so on. Ge (2017) had also
mentioned that the male speakers of her data used fillers when they were mentioning
something about someone else in order to show their uncertainty, and also when they were
hesitant to talk about their personal life. Thus, it can be concluded that even though Reynolds
(2001) had suggested that nanka and anoo are feminine fillers, and maa and yappari are
masculine fillers, it does not necessarily mean that male participants tend to use those
presumably masculine fillers more and feminine fillers less. One might also tend to use fillers
merely to benefit from their functions. In other words, regardless of whether a filler is
assumed to be feminine or masculine, a speaker of any gender might use different fillers to
benefit from their functions, and this should also be taken into consideration when studying
the relationship between fillers and gender differences. During these fifteen minutes, M3 was
talking and explaining about different topics, but he did not talk about his personal life as
much as M4, and he also did not have to explain things as carefully as M4 needed to. This

might also be one possible reason for M3 using far fewer fillers than M4.

5.2.5. Group 5

Participants of this group are a 35-year-old male speaker, M5, and a 30-year-old
female speaker, F5. They were very quick to find a topic and had a relaxed and comfortable
conversation (see Appendix E). The topics discussed included their mutual friends, and their

daily life. Below, the analysis can be observed.
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Table 10 Table 11
Minute-by-minute Analysis of Group 5 Total Number of Fillers in Group 5
M5 F5 M5 F5 Total

0-1 10 2 Maa 14 5 19
1-2 2 7 Nanka 25 47 72
2-3 3 10 Anoo 45 18 63
3-4 7 S Yappari 0 1 1
4-5 17 1 Others 23 34 57
5-6 17 1 Total 107 105 212
6-7 16 1
7-8 9 9
8-9 7 2
9-10 2 12
10-11 1 19
11-12 0 17
12-13 5 6
13-14 2 7
14-15 9 6
Total 107 105

During this conversation, the male speaker used 107 fillers which is only 2 fillers
more than the female speaker. This high number of fillers by both participants and small
difference between the total numbers might indicate an active participation by both M5 and
F5, a constant endeavor to sound more polite, an active competition to control the
conversation, the attempt to hold the floor, or a combination of all these reasons. Yappari was
used only 1 time by F5 and 0 times by M5, and therefore no particular observation can be
made, but the fillers anoo and maa were used more by M5, and nanka was used more by F5.
The results of these three fillers conform Kim’s (2007) findings. Nanka was also used more
by female speakers in Omi’s (2014) data, especially when they were trying to attract the
listener’s attention. Reynolds’ (2001) femaleness and maleness theory was confirmed by the
results of nanka and maa, and was strongly opposed by the results of anoo.

Since a sudden increase in the number of fillers can be seen in certain minutes, the
topics of the conversation in those instances will be introduced briefly in order to suggest
possible reasons for the higher number of fillers used. In the first minute, M5 was trying to
find a particular topic to talk about, so fillers might have helped him to organise his thoughts,
buy time to think of a topic, or show his uncertainty. From the fourth minute till the seventh
minute, M5 used 50 fillers in total whilst he was talking about an interesting story that had

happened to their mutual friend. In these minutes, fillers might have aided M5 to hold the
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conversation floor, attract F5’s attention, buy time, or express uncertainty. Regarding F5,
during the second minute she was trying to explain her likes and dislikes and therefore might
have needed to express uncertainty, buy more time to think, or sound more polite. Between
minutes 9 and 12, she used 48 fillers when she was talking about a frightening incident that
had happened to her. Consequently, she might have utilized fillers to express her mental state,
buy more time, maintain her speaking turn and so on. Thus, it can be said that when a speaker
is controlling the topic of the conversation or has the speaking turn for a longer period, she
uses more fillers compared to when both participants are regularly exchanging the speaking
turn. This is one obvious example of how important and decisive the actual speaking time of
each participant is. This aspect will be discussed as a possible weakness of this research

method in the conclusion section.

5.2.6. Group 6
The participants of the last group of this study consist of a 33-year-old female, F6,
and a 25-year-old male, M6. The topics of this conversation (see Appendix F) were daily life

and the Covid-19 pandemic. The results are shown in the tables below.

Table 12 Table 13
Minute-by-minute Analysis of Group 6 Total Number of Fillers in Group 6
M6 F6 M6 F6 Total

0-1 1 19 Maa 7 37 44
1-2 1 10 Nanka 7 35 42
2-3 3 7 Anoo 1 34 35
3-4 6 11 Yappari 3 7 10
4-5 8 8 Others 12 60 72
5-6 1 11 Total 30 173 203
6-7 2 14
7-8 1 13
8-9 0 12
9-10 5 8
10-11 0 14
11-12 1 7
12-13 0 10
13-14 1 15
14-15 0 14
Total 30 173

The analysis for this group showed that the female speaker used a drastically higher
number of fillers (85.2 %) compared to the male speaker (14.8%). One possible reason for
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this extreme difference between these interlocutors can be that during these fifteen minutes, it
was observed that the female speaker had more control over the conversation, she was
leading the topics, and she had the most speaking time during this conversation. Here, it is
worth mentioning that even though F6 was clearly dominating this conversation, she used the
filler yappari the least number of times compared to other fillers, and this contradicts
Reynolds (2001) conclusion that yappari was used more by men since they tend to control or
dominate conversations. Even though F6 dominated this conversation, she utilized fillers
other than yappari.

Regarding the filler nanka, the findings resemble the findings of group 5 where the
female participant had used it more than the male participant, and as was mentioned before,
similar observations were made in other studies as well. Nevertheless, even though the results
of the fillers nanka and anoo are consistent with Reynolds’ (2001) results, the higher number
of fillers maa and yappari used by F6 contradicts her assumption. Considering the total
number of fillers, according to the data of Reynolds’ (2001) and Yamane’s (2002)
investigation, women used fillers more than their male counterparts, and the same result is
seen in this group. On the other hand, Kim (2007) concluded that the male speakers in their

studies used more fillers which is the opposite of the findings of group 6.

5.3. Results with two approaches

In order to compare the results with Kim’s (2007) study and analysing similarities and
discrepancies between these two investigations, it is crucial that the data from both studies
have similar settings. Kim (2007) collected her data from four conversation groups consisting
of two female-female groups, and two male-male groups. In her study too, the participants
were instructed to speak about any topic they wished. Thus, in order to compare the results of
the two studies and expect a fair result, the results from groups 1 to 4 will be analysed and
then compared to Kim’s (2007) results in section 5.3.1. Then, the results from groups 5 and 6
will be discussed and compared in section 5.3.2. The results from this study will also be
briefly compared to the results of studies by other researchers who have investigated fillers
and gender differences.

5.3.1. Quantitative and qualitative analysis of groups 1 to 4
The figure below shows the total number of fillers used by all the male and female

speakers of this study.
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Figure 1

The Total Number of Fillers Used by Both Genders in groups 1 to 4
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According to the above figure, female participants in this study have used 160 fillers
(48 %) and male participants 171 fillers (52 %) with a difference of 4 percentage points
between the two groups. In addition, the following figure provides us with the results of
Kim’s (2007) research. The total number of fillers are adopted from figure 3 (p. 30) and
figure 4 (p.31) in her research paper.

Figure 2

The Total Number of Fillers Used in Kim’s (2007, pp. 30-31) Study
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According to Kim’s (2007) result numbers, men used in total more fillers (58 %) than
women (42%) with a difference of 16 percentage points. According to her statistics, all fillers
except nanka were used more by male speakers. Similarly, male participants in this thesis
used more fillers than female speakers in sum. However, regarding the filler categories in the
figures, the numbers of my data were similar to Kim’s (2007) results for maa, nanka, anoo,

and others, and opposite to her results for the filler yappari. As it was mentioned before,
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Reynolds (2001) regarded yappari as a masculine filler, and therefore my results oppose her
assumption as well. One more factor to consider is that in figure 1 the difference of the results
from the two groups was only four percentage points, and in figure 2 this difference was four
times more (16%). This might be as a result of speaking habits of the speakers, the topics of
the conversations, the speaking time of each speaker, and so on.

Kim (2007) mentioned that male speakers of her study utilized fillers in order to build
a good rapport and connection with the other interlocutor and also to express themselves better,
whilst the female speakers of her study used fillers to indicate their hesitancy. Correspondingly,
the male speakers in groups 3 and 4 in my data, seemed to have a close friendship with one
another, and during their conversations, making jokes and laughing at each other’s utterances
in a jovial manner was observed. Thus, considering the context of the conversations in these
two groups, fillers might have been used in order to signal their close association, and maintain
the effective rapport between them. Still, the use of fillers to benefit from their functions should
not be overlooked. As it was previously revealed, M4 in group 4 used a considerable number
of fillers when he was explaining details of something (presumably in order to buy more time,
signal hesitation, and so on), and when he was talking about aspects of his personal life (to
signal hesitation, indicate his mental state, and so on).

Compared to male interlocutors, from the conversations between female interlocutors
in groups 1 and 2, less joking was observed. In these groups, the participants were instead more
engaged in talking about life events regarding the Covid-19 pandemic, its consequences, and
how they feel about those consequences. Considering the context of the conversations, it can
be said that female speakers in these groups tended to express their mental state, and signal

their hesitancy.

5.3.2. Quantitative and qualitative analysis of groups 5 and 6

In addition to collecting data from conversations between speakers of the same
gender, this thesis has also briefly focused on conversations between speakers of opposite
genders. The reason for this approach was to investigate if there are noticeable differences in
the use of fillers in conversations between a man and a woman. The statistics proved to be
interesting and unexpected. The figure below, illustrates how fillers were used in group 5 and

group 6.
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Figure 3

Total Number of Fillers Used in groups 5 and 6
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H Men HWomen

As depicted in figure 3, the total number of fillers used by female speakers ( 67 %) are
significantly higher than male speakers (33 %) with the difference of 34 percentage points.
Surprisingly, all of the filler categories were used more by female participants. As regards to
previous studies in which women had used more fillers than men, assumptions such as a
higher tendency to express mental state in women’s speech and their tendency to show more
conderation towards the other interlocutor has been made.

In group 5, both participants were actively involved in the conversation, and were
both introducing new topics during the fifteen minutes of recording. They both used a high
number of fillers, and appeared to have a close friendship. Thus, it can be assumed that by
using a great number of fillers, both of them were perhaps trying to build a good rapport.
Another possible assumption can be their ongoing competition over controlling the
conversation, and introducing new topics. The reason for this theory is that the close
friendship amongst F5 and M5 might have led to an atmosphere in which both participants
felt very relaxed, in a way that they did not feel the need to sound as feminine or masculine as
they usually do when speaking in other situations with other people.

Conversely, in group 6, a friendship as close as the one seen in the preceding group,
was not reflected. It was also observed that F6 had noticeably more speaking time compared
to M6 during the whole conversation, and that there was a remarkable difference between the
total number of fillers used by each of the participants. Thus, two assumptions can be made:
On the one hand, a more talkative personality can be assigned to F6, and as a result more

domination and control of the conversation was observed on her side. On the other hand, F6
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might have utilized a great number of fillers, and controlled the conversation to compensate
for the not-so-close friendship between her and M6 in order to build rapport, soften the tone,

show consideration, or show hesitation.*®

5.4. Discussion

The analysis of the data in this study can have two outcomes depending on how the
conversation groups are formed. When the participants talked to partners with the same
gender, men used more fillers in sum, which resonates with the studies by Kim (2007), and
Tottie (2011). Here, it can be thought that when speakers talk to another person with the same
gender as them, male interlocutors use more fillers than female interlocutors. In regards to

maa, nanka, anoo, and yappari the following conclusions can be made:

1. Concerning maa, the finding of this thesis resonates with the findings by Reynolds
(2001), and Kim (2007), and opposes those of Yamane (2002).

2. Nanka has shown to be a feminine filler both in this study and a number of other
studies (Kim, 2007; Omi, 2014; Reynolds, 2001, & Yamane, 2002).

3. Anoo was used more by men in this study, and Kim’s (2007), but it had opposite
results in Yamane (2002), and Reynolds (2001).

4. Finally, the results of yappari contradict Kim (2007) and Reynolds’ (2001)

investigations.

Nevertheless, the findings in groups 5 and 6 showed completely opposite outcomes.
Similarly, regarding the total number of fillers, the studies by Navratilova (2015), Yamane
(2002) and Reynolds (2001) also concluded that the female participants in their studies had
used more fillers than the male participants. One general assumption for this is that women
tend to express their mental state and show consideration to the other interlocutors more than
men. Laserna et al. (2014) and Matei (2011) had also made a similar observation regarding
the use of discourse markers, and they concluded that female speakers were more considerate
towards the other interlocutors. However, it is crucial to consider that in all of these studies
except Yamane’s (2002) investigation, participants were talking to partners with the same

gender.

19 Considering groups with opposite gender participants, one factor should be mentioned. In the previous studies on fillers and gender
differences, the participants were allocated into same gender groups. The only study in which participants with opposite genders had
conversations was the study by Yamane (2002). However, Yamane’s (2002) results and the results of this study cannot be compared because
of the differences in data collection methods. In this thesis participants were all friends and were speaking about whatever they wanted,
whereas in Yamane’s (2002) study, the participants were conversing during a TV show. Here, the participants could not use the language as
freely as the participants of my study, and they also needed to choose the conversation topics according to the purpose of the show.
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Regarding the last two groups, another theory can also be made. The figure below shows

the total number of the times fillers were used by all 6 groups in this study.

Figure 4

The Total Number of Fillers Used by Each Group

Group 1, 82

Group 6, 203
Group 2,78

Group 5, 212

As can be seen, when the participants in a group were one male and one female, the
number of fillers used more than doubled compared to the other four groups. One hypothesis
for this obvious difference can be that when speaking with the opposite gender, speakers tend
to signal their hesitation more often, soften the tone of the conversation more regularly, and
need to buy more time in order to search for and find appropriate words. Another hypothesis
can be that when the interlocutors have opposite genders, there might be a constant
competition to hold the floor and maintain the conversation. When it comes to domination in
a conversation, the general assumption is that male speakers tend to be more dominant and
controlling. According to a study by Pakzadian and Tootkaboni (2018) men tended to
dominate conversations by asking questions, interrupting the other interlocutor, changing the
topic, and so on. Another study by Gass and Varonis’s (1986), as cited in Itakura (2001, p.
1861), concluded that the Japanese male speakers of their study dominated the Japanese
female counterparts during conversations and men had a tendency to use more words
compared to women. These studies have claimed that gender differences can lead to different
conversational dominance in a conversation. Nonetheless, the results from group 5 and group
6, which were previously mentioned, did not suggest the same trend. In group 5, both the
female speaker (F5) and the male speaker (M5) were actively participating in the
conversation, and they seemed to contribute to the conversation equally. Compared to group
5, in group 6 the female speaker (F6) dominated the conversation, which contradicts the
assumptions regarding the connection between male speakers and dominance. Thus, even

though a drastic increase in the use of fillers was observed in the last two groups, the reason
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for this increase is not necessarily a male participant’s attempt to dominate the conversation,
or the competition over holding the conversation floor for a longer period. This increase
might also be the result of the participants’ attempt to speak more politely by showing
hesitation, buying time to find appropriate words or phrases, or soften the speech.

Moreover, as regards to the research method used in this thesis, some factors should be

mentioned:

1. In studies where the use of a language by its speakers are investigated, the results
cannot be generalized for all of the speakers of that language.

2. One important element is the individuality of the participants. Some individuals
prefer to speak less and take the role of the listener because of their personalities,
whilst some others are more talkative or have more stories and topics to talk about.

3. Speaking time of each participant is also decisive for the result of such studies. For
instance, if one interlocutor speaks for 10 minutes, and the other interlocutor only for
5 minutes, it is not surprising that the latter uses much less fillers compared to the
former. Thus, this is the weakness of this research method which has been used by
many researchers and needs to be improved in order to get more accurate data.

4. Speaking habits of the participants can also affect the results greatly. In other words,
some individuals can have speaking habits that might function oppositely to the
general assumptions regarding the use of fillers.

5. Another factor is the topic of the conversation. If the conversation veers into a more
personal direction, the speakers might tend to use fillers more frequently to signal
this entrance into their private lives.

6. The mental state of the participants at the time of speaking appears to be key as well.
If one participant is having a bad day, and therefore not in a talkative mood, it can
lead to him using less fillers than usual. Though this behavior cannot be avoided
easily, one possible solution can be through providing the participants with recorders
and asking them to record their conversation whenever they feel fine, similar to the
study by Matei (2011).

In conclusion, male speakers used more fillers than female speakers in the same-
gendered groups which is in harmony only with the results of the study by Kim (2007)
which had similar methodology and settings. Thus, the findings of a number of other
studies were contradicted. At the same time, the opposite-gendered groups had results

contradictory to the same-gendered groups. Therefore, in order to make a more thorough
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comparison, it is necessary to conduct more research under circumstances in which
participants do not have the same gender in the future. This can give a clearer picture of
how male and female speakers use fillers, and if the use of fillers by one speaker changes
depending on the gender of the conversation partner.

6. Conclusion

The purpose of this thesis was to investigate verbal fillers in Japanese language, their
functions, and the connection between verbal fillers and gender differences. In order to

achieve this purpose, concrete research questions and sub-questions were presented:

6. What kind of fillers are used by native Japanese speakers in conversation?

7. What kind of functions can fillers have?

8. Is there a difference between how Japanese male and female speakers use fillers?
9. If so, how does gender affect these verbal fillers?

10. What is the reason for this discrepancy?

After introducing the topic in the first chapter, a general overview of verbal fillers was
provided in chapter 2. Chapter 3 focused on verbal fillers in Japanese and their functions and
provided answers to research questions 1 and 2. Previous studies about verbal fillers and
gender differences were introduced in chapter 4. Finally, in chapter 5 the methodology,
authentic data collected for this thesis, and analysis can be found. Consequently, the answers
to research questions 3, 4, and 5 can be found in chapter 4 and chapter 5.

Regarding gender differences in the use of verbal fillers, two points can be made. Firstly,
the results of the same-gender groups in this thesis showed that men used slightly more fillers
than women. This fits with a previous study which utilized similar research and data
collection methods (Kim, 2007), but it opposes some other studies in which women used
more fillers than men (Reynolds, 2001; Yamane, 2002). It was also observed that the male
participants, in groups 3 and 4, appeared to use fillers in order to signal and maintain their
companionship, and also to benefit from the functions of fillers. On the other hand, the
female participants in group 1 and 2 tended to use fillers to signal their mental state and their
hesitancy.

Secondly, when a group consisted of a male participant and a female participant a drastic
increase in the total number of fillers was noticed, and the final results were opposite to those
of same-gendered groups where women used more fillers than men. This was not observed in

any previous research to my knowledge. This significant difference might be either a result of
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a diligent effort by the participants to sound more courteous and attentive, or it can be a sign
of an ongoing competition between the participants to hold the floor or control the
conversation. Regarding these two groups in this study, the first reason seems to apply to
group 5 in which both participants had almost equal engagement in the conversation, and the
latter reason can be seen in group 6 where the female participant was controlling the
conversation for the majority of time.

Nonetheless, it should be highlighted that the findings of this study cannot be generalized
into all female and male speakers in Japan, and only show how the participants of this study
used fillers. Regarding the participants, various elements such as age, social status,
relationship, the topic of the conversation, and the degree of formality can affect how they
use fillers in their speech. Therefore, in this thesis, the variables were limited to gender, an
age-limit of 25 to 40 years old, and a close friendship. However, it should be noted that the
participants of this study might plausibly use fillers differently if they for example converse
with strangers, their teachers, superiors, parents, or children, instead of a close friend.

To better understand how fillers are used by different genders, future studies could
address:

1. Analysing several one-on-one conversations between one participant and different
partners with a similar relationship status to the fixed participant in order to make
clearer how the speaking style of one speaker affects the results of the study.

2. Analysing several one-on-one conversations between one participant and several
partners with different relationship status to the fixed participant in order to
observe how the use of verbal fillers varies depending on the various
relationships. (Half of the partners can have higher status than the participants,
and the other half inferior status)

3. Analysing one-on-one conversations between a male speaker and a female speaker
on a larger scale in order to discover possible patterns.

4. Taking into consideration the speaking time of the interlocutors and
acknowledging that an unbalance in the speaking time can result in great
differences in the use of fillers.

In this research, the findings of the groups with same gender participants were in
harmony with another similar study, whilst it also challenged some of the existing claims
regarding the connection between verbal fillers and the gender of the speakers. Moreover,
the results of the groups with opposite gender participants were incomparable as the

number of previous studies focused on this aspect was practically non-existent. The



findings from both the same gender groups and opposite gender groups indicates that

further research, with other variables and bigger sample size, is needed.
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Appendices

This appendix comprises the transcripts of the conversations between the participants in this
study. In order to protect the anonymity of the participants, names and addresses have been

removed.

Appendix A: Group 1
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