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In this paper, we investigated characteristics of back channel items in Japanese by
analysing four dialogues by native speakers of the Tokyo and Osaka dialects. The dialogues,
each of which has four speakers, were recorded by researchers of the National Language
Research Institute. Some sociolinguistic factors such as intimacy and the speaker’s sex had
been taken into consideration in organizing the groups.

From the analysis of approximately 3 hours of recording, nearly 3000 back channel items
were extracted. They were classified into 11 classes according to forms as the main criteri-
on. Furthermore, the items belonging to the 11 classes were divided into two main categories:
(1) those that can form reduplicated counterparts and (2) those that do not usually reduplicate.
Regularities of the intonational patterns of the items which belong to category 1 are also
shown in their fundamental frequency contours. Neither the patterning of the reduplicated
forms nor their intonation patterns differed between Tokyo and Osaka.

The frequency analysis revealed that the majority of the back channel items in Japanese
belong to category 1. Forms which reflect dialectal and sociolinguistic factors were concen-
trated in the items in category 2, which appeared to be more substantial utterances.

All the speakers were found to possess 8-11 classes of back channel items, while the ex-
act rules of their usage were controlled by sociolinguistic factors such as intimacy, formali-

ty, and the speaker’s sex.
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