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Introduction

Changes of speech across the lifespan (e.g. Mortensen et al. 2006): the speech production
of the older adults may differ, in e.g. temporal characteristics, the pausing of spontaneous
speech (Zellner-Keller 2006; Bona 2014).

In addition, does our partner’s age influence the way we interact in conversations (Coupland
et al. 1988, Kemper 1994), e. g. the use and realization of backchannels (BChs)?

Yngve’s (1970) distinction between the speech produced by the person holding the turn
and the listener’s signals which form the ‘back’ channel of communication.

The use and realization of BChs are influenced by various factors: the environment (e.g. noise
circumstances), the communicative and social goals, the social context of the speech situation,
biological, cognitive and sociolinguistic factors (e.g. age, gender).

Younger adults produce more BChs than older adults (Gould—Dixon 1993; Geertzen 20135,

Wong—Kruger).

Young adults use declarative BChs the most often (Pagcaliwagan-Davis 2002).

The total length of the conversation and the ratio of overlapping speech were influenced by age
of the experimental person (S1 speaker) (Bata 2009).

Aims and questions

Previous studies focused on the speakers’ age while analyzing different age groups’ BChs.

Less 1s known about given speakers’ BChs behaviour while talking to different aged people.

The aim of our study is the multi-dimensional analysis of one speaker’s BChs in spontaneous
conversations with regard to the partners’ age in a functional pragmatic-sociolinguistic
approach,with regard to more possible models: Speech Accomodation/ Elderspeak (Coupland
et al. 1988); social constructivist/discursive politeness (Blommaert 2017; Culpeper et al. 2017).

The interviewer’s BChs patterns were analyzed addressed to listeners of different ages to reduce
the number of influencing characteristics, and to focus on the age factor.

Main questions:
1) What are the BChs’ main phonetic characteristics?

i1) Is there a difference in the realization of BChs of the interviewer depending on the partners’ age

The number of BCs in the sections of conversations

@1-20% D21-40% mM41-60% D61-80% mM81-100% The occurrence of BChs does not only
.0 depend who the partner is, but it is also
35 influenced by the structure and the
20 dynamical change of the conversation.
25 Conversations were cut-into 5 equally
20 long subsections (1-20%, 21-40% etc.)
15 using a Praat script. The number of BCh
10 responses was calculated for each
5 subsection. In the group of old females,
0 | | = | the Int produced the least BChs in the
A cldmale  young female youngmale . section of the conversations. In the
old male’s group, the most BChs from

Int were found 1n the first and in the last sections of the conversations, similar to the tendency
found 1n the young female’s group. Int produced less BChs at the beginning and at the end of the
conversations with young male speakers.
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Method

The frequency, the form and the duration of BChs were analyzed
1) 1n the Int’s speech in terms of the S1 speaker’s age
11) with regard to the global structure of the conversations.

The duration of the conversations were cut into 5 equal subsections
using a Praat script

The occurrence of BChs was analyzed 1n these equal parts.

Statistical analysis using SPSS 20.0 and R softwares

(GLMM and nonparametric tests).

20 conversations (about 250 min., average duration: 13,5 min; min: 7 min.;

max: 23,5 min.) of the Conversational Corpus (Horvath et al. 2019).
3 people participated in each conversation: the interviewer (Int) , the fieldworker (S2)

and the subject (S1). The interviewer and the fieldworker were the same in each case.
The S1 speakers were different in the conversations (5 young males, 5 young females ages

Material

The main types of BChs
. sj’"pj igen ‘yes’,

o semi-verbal ¢ persze,. sure’

1S 'S ’ht non-lexical between non-lexical and phrasal phrasal

AUSALEL (including humming) ‘Q\e a értem ‘1 see’
suspiration RS J .

uhm, aha, huh A\ ez igy van ‘that’s right’

Results

The main types of BChs

verbal
25%

The semi-verbal cases between non-lexical and phrasals (hm, aha etc.)

| occurred 1n the half of the cases. The verbal and non-verbal BChs occurred
semi-verbal : . . . : : .

49% in very similar proportion in the material, while the mixed BChs were the
less frequent (e.g. a laughter + yes).

mixed
2%

nonverbal
24%

The frequency of BChs/minute

between 2035 years, mean: 28 years, and 5 old males, 5 old females ages between 60—75 12
years, mean: 69 years, with typical hearing thresholds). The diagram represents the mean frequency in the groups (pale | _ 10 :
The time between the first and last recording 1s about 10 years. with old females on average, and the less BChs per minute in the | 2. © :
Annotation using Praat software (Boersma—Weenink 2014): utterance and word level, conversations with old males on average. However, the diffe- S 4
backchannels, oyerlapping speech, turn-takings, narrative or conversational parts rences are large between each conversations in terms of the £
of the conversations. frequency of BChs. In addition, the each age group are not homo-| =~
geneous, overlaps were found in the frequency data between B e L —————
9 The correlation between the duration of conversation and the number of BChs the groups. Thym? ymdyflT y3T yfs  om2  om4  ofl  of3  ofS
1 e | Strong positive linear
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E 06 41 The longer the B’s .8 0 The Int produced BChs 1n the greatest ratio of her own total
- 05 ° utterance was. the more g 5 speech time 1n the conversations with old female on average.
O s o0 ? [ I . . c
2 - ° BChs were produced > £ BChs occurred 1n the least ratio of the Int’s total speech time
04 : by the Int. 5 f%; 5 while talking to young females. It must be noted, that huge
< 0.3 ® ol H differences were found between the conversations, irrespectively
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o o1 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09 1 Conclusions
Normalized Number of BCh-s
The partner’s age has not influenced the frequency and the duration of the interviewer’s BChs significantly—in BCh behavior @ "Elderspeak”,
The duration of backchannels () automatic accomodation. However, the interviewer used BChs the most frequently 1n the conversations with older women 1n general — more
. intimate relationships between women, expressing supportiveness (Marche 1988).
agegroup .
204 B2 old females ) ) L ] )
| : old males . Large differences in the frequency of BChs between the individual conversations — the age groups are not homogeneous with regard to the
& young males . . backchannel behavior of the interviewer—no universal correlation with politeness or deference.
1.5- .
=t ‘ . 3. The equal sections of conversations contained various number of backchannels — the frequency of BChs shows dynamic changes across
§ . . . conversations (in accordance with Hamori et al. 2019).
5 1.0-
A .
: The most frequent BChs are semi-verbals (hummings, aha etc.) (cf. Stenstrom 1994, Kjellmer 2009, Hamori et al. 2019) — basic category of
] - | == BChs, and their usage are not influenced by the age of partner (nor by sociocultural norms which are common vis-a-vis elderly people). Their
0.5 g y geolp y y peop
E+++ multifunctionality (serving many functions: acknowledgment, surprise, acceptance, etc., cf. Coulthard—Montgomer—Brazil 1981) results in
! | their frequency.
0.0- , , , ,
semi-verbal mixed nonverbal verbal

Types of BCh-s
The type of the BCh response determined the duration (£(3, 828) = 70.924,

p <0.001). The semi-verbal BChs were the shortest, while the mixed types
were the longest. The posthoc test only corroborated the significant difference
between the semi-verbal and mixed categories from the verbal and nonverbal
categories. However, the S1°’s age had not influenced significantly the
duration of BCh’s in the Int’s speech.

and attention during the whole speech of the subject.
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