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1. Introduction 

The phenomenon known as keigo or honorifics, has been described as "an elaborate system 

that includes grammatically encoded polite forms, special vocabulary, and several terms of address 

for self and others" (Takeuchi 2021). It is an indispensable part of the Japanese language, based on a 

report by the Japanese Agency for Cultural Affairs (the Bunkachō) from 2000, which is further 

supported by a study from the same agency from 2004 that concluded an overall 96,1% of 3000 

participants that answered keigo was 'necessary' or 'somewhat necessary' (Bunkachō 2000; 

Bunkachō, 2004). This is often linked to the importance of politeness and social hierarchy in 

Japanese culture. However, as research has also shown, expressing politeness or deference is not the 

only function of keigo (Cook, 2008; Dunn, 2005; Obana, 2016; Obana, 2017; Obana, 2021; 

Okamoto, 2011; Okamoto & Shibamoto-Smith, 2016; Okushi, 1997; Pizziconi, 2011; Takiura, 

2007; Yoshida & Sakurai, 2005). In fact, keigo usage has a variety of functions, including the 

construction of the speaker’s identity, manipulating or playing into the situation and the speaker’s 

relation to other interlocutors, as well as expressing one’s emotions and feelings, as will be 

explained in more detail in chapter 2. These functions aren’t simply products of using keigo or not, 

but can attributed to so-called 'style shifts' as well. The term 'style shift' refers to a change in speech 

style between two interlocutors, often in the middle of an exchange. In this thesis, it will refer to a 

change from a speech style that does not use keigo to one that does (also called a 'plus-level shift'; 

Obana, 2017), or a change from a speech style that does use keigo to one that does not (also called a 

'minus-level shift') A more detailed explanation of this phenomenon will be given in chapter 2. 

In this thesis I will dive deeper into the phenomenon of style shifts and the different factors 

that influence the viability of the occurence of style shifts. I will start by explaining in greater detail 

how exactly keigo works grammatically and the different types that keigo can be classified into in 

this chapter. After that, I will conduct a detailed literature review and determine the current state of 

research into keigo in chapter two. Then, I will introduce my own study, its methodology, the results 

it produced, and an in-detail discussion of what this means for keigo research as a whole in chapters 

3, 4, and 5. Finally, in chapter 6 I will reflect on this research, as well as discuss how this type of 

research could be improved upon in the future, and what kind of knowledge is still lacking. 

1.1  Keigo in the Japanese language 

Generally referred to in English under the term 'honorifics', keigo in the Japanese language 

encompasses an elaborate system within the language’s grammar used to express respect and 

politeness, but also the speaker’s relation to the addressee or the referent, and even the speaker’s 
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identity (Barke, 2010; Dunn, 2005; Hasegawa, 2014; Hudson, 2011; Okamoto and Shibamoto-

Smith, 2016; Okamoto, 2011; Obana, 2017; Takiura 2007, Yoshida and Sakurai, 2005). In this 

section, I will explain the different subtypes of keigo and how their functions can be distinguished 

from one another, using example sentences to show how they are used in language. 

1.1.1 Teineigo 

Teineigo, also known as taisha keigo, or 'addressee honorifics', is the first subtype of keigo, 

and, as the name suggests, is used to express politeness to the listener. This type of keigo is used on 

the level of the sentence. Also called the desu/masu form, for reasons that will be clear from the 

examples below, it is used as follows: 

 

1 kore wa ki da  

 this TOP tree COP:NPST  1

 'This is a tree' 

 

2 kore wa ki desu  

 this TOP tree COP:POL:NPST 

 'This is a tree' 

 

3 kono doresu wa akai 

 this dress TOP be-red:NPST 

 'This dress is red'  

 Glossing uses the following abbreviations:1

TOP = topic marker; 
NOM = nominative case marker; 
ACC = accusative case marker;
DAT = dative case marker;
GEN = genitive case marker;
Q = question marker;
COP = copula;
NPST = nonpast tense;
PAST = past tense;
POL = polite language (using addressee honorirfics);
HON = honorific language (using referent honorifics);
HUM = humble language (using referent honorifics)
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4 kono doresu wa akai desu  

 this dress TOP be-red:POL:NPST 

 'This dress is red' 

Examples 2 and 4 contain addressee honorifics in the form of the word desu — either 

replacing the copula, or being added to an adjective.  

 

5 kusuri  wa mainichi nomu  

 medicine TOP every day drink:NPST  

 '(I) take medicine every day' 

 

6 kusuri  wa mainichi nomimasu  

 medicine TOP every day drink:POL:NPST  

 '(I) take medicine every day' 

Example 6 contains addressee honorifics in the form of the auxiliary verb masu, added to the 

verb at the end of the sentence and affecting the utterance as a whole. Both desu and masu are 

usually only found at the end of a sentence, though exceptions are not rare. 

1.1.2 Sonkeigo and kenjōgo 

The second major subtype of keigo is known as sozai keigo, or 'referent honorifics', which can 

further be divided into sonkeigo (honorific language) and kenjōgo (humble language). This type of 

keigo is used to express deference to the referent, which can be the listener or a third person not 

partaking in the exchange themselves. Referent honorifics are applied to individual words and do 

not necessarily affect a sentence as a whole. In this way, sonkeigo is applied to the target of 

deference, including their possessions or actions, elevating them, while kenjōgo is applied to the 

speaker and their inner circle, humbling them down (Okamoto and Shibamoto-Smith, 2016). 

Referent honorifics are used as follows: 

 

7 sensei  ga tegami wo kaita 

 teacher  NOM letter ACC write:PAST 

 'The teacher wrote a letter.' 
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8 sensei  ga tegami wo o-kaki ni natta 

 teacher  NOM letter ACC write:HON:PAST 

 'The teacher wrote a letter.' 

 

9 sensei  ga tegami wo kakareta 

 teacher  NOM letter ACC write:HON:PAST 

 'The teacher wrote a letter.' 

Examples 8 and 9 both include sonkeigo, using the two most common ways to transform a 

verb from its dictionary form to a form expressing sonkeigo; respectively o-V ni naru and V-

(r)areru, where V represents the verb’s stem. These newly formed honorifics are verbs in their own 

right, and can be conjugated just like the original verb, including adding teineigo, as shown below 

in examples 10 and 11: 

 

10 sensei  ga tegami wo o-kaki ni narimashita 

 teacher  NOM letter ACC write:HON:POL:PAST 

 'The teacher wrote a letter.' 

 

11 sensei  ga tegami wo kakaremashita 

 teacher  NOM letter ACC write:HON:POL:PAST 

 'The teacher wrote a letter.' 

Other than the two sonkeigo forms shown above, which can be applied generally to verbs, 

many commonly used verbs have entirely different words used to express sonkeigo or kenjōgo. 

Example 13 shows the verb meshiagaru, the honorific form of the verbs taberu (to eat) and nomu 

(to drink): 

 

12 kēki wa tabemashita  ka 

 cake TOP eat:POL:PAST  Q 

 'Did you eat the cake?' 

 

13 kēki wa meshiagarimashita ka 
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 cake TOP eat:HON:POL:PAST Q 

 'Did you eat the cake?' 

Kenjōgo, the humbling counterpart to sonkeigo, is applied in a very similar way 

grammatically. A verb can be conjugated into kenjōgo using the structure o-V suru, where, as above, 

V refers to the verb’s stem. Example 15 shows an example using kenjōgo: 

 

14 nimotsu mochimasu 

 luggage hold:POL:NPST 

 '(I) will hold (your) luggage.' 

 

15 o-nimotsu o-mochi shimasu 

 luggage:HON hold:HUM:POL:NPST 

 '(I) will hold (your) luggage.' 

In addition to kenjōgo used on the verb motsu, to hold, which is the action the speaker is about 

to perform, sentence 15 also includes sonkeigo referring to the addressee’s belongings, showing 

deference to them while lowering the speaker themselves down. In addition, sentence 15 also 

contains teineigo, as is almost always the case when the target of deference is also the addressee. 

As is the case with sonkeigo, many commonly used verbs have seperate words to act as their 

kenjōgo equivalent, as can be seen in sentences 16 and 17: 

 

16 ashita  sensei  ni kikimasu 

 tomorrow teacher  DAT ask:POL:NPST 

 '(I) will ask the teacher tomorrow.' 

 

17 ashita  sensei  ni ukagaimasu 

 tomorrow teacher  DAT ask:HUM:POL:NPST 

 '(I) will ask the teacher tomorrow.' 

Finally, referent honorifics can be applied to other word classes as well. Sentences 18 and 19 

below include examples of sonkeigo used to modify an i-adjective and noun, respectively. Other 

forms of honorifics, such as the phenomenon known as bikago, or 'beautifying language', where 
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keigo is used to 'beautify' one’s speech, differing first person pronouns, differing forms of address 

including suffixes to the referent’s name, and seperate words for specific nouns including differing 

prefixes to those are also used in keigo, but are beyond the scope of this chapter, though some can 

be seen in the material used in the experiment described in chapter 3. 

 

18 hime-sama wa o-utsukushii 

 princess TOP be-beautiful:HON:NPST 

 'The princess is beautiful.' 

 

19 kore ga sensei  no o-nimotsu desu 

 this NOM teacher  GEN luggage:HON COP:POL:NPST 

 'This is the teacher’s luggage.' 

All of the examples above show the different ways in which keigo is applied from a 

grammatical standpoint. 

1.2 Purpose of this study 

The purpose of this study is to deepen the current understanding of the various functions of 

keigo, including both when used as a speaker’s default speech style and when used in a style shift. 

In this study, I will attempt to do so, not by analyzing occurences of style shifts themselves, but by 

gauging Japanese native speakers’ perceptions of when, where and how style shifts are possible. By 

isolating several elements of utterances containing style shifts, and tweaking those, I seek to find 

the border between what circumstances can prompt style shifts and what circumstances can’t. In the 

next chapter, I will discuss the current state of research regarding keigo and style shifts, and what 

research questions and hypotheses I have derived from it.  

2. Literature Review 

Research into the topic of keigo is heavily tied to research regarding politeness itself, and thus 

many studies draw on classic works such as Brown & Levinson (1978, 1989), which has described 

keigo as a 'negative politeness strategy', falling into the same category as apologies and requests 

meant to save one’s 'negative face', i.e. one wants to be unimpeded (Brown & Levinson, 1978, 

1989; Obana, 2021). This view of keigo has however been heavily criticized, most famously by Ide 

(1989, 1992, 2006), who argues that the choice of whether to use keigo is dictated by societal 
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norms, a phenomenon she refers to as wakimae. Yet, many scholars since have presented evidence 

that though keigo usage is indeed dictated by wakimae, it is also dynamic and the subject of 

linguistic strategies. One interesting way this has been shown is through style shifts, the subject of 

this thesis. As will be discussed in this chapter, keigo can serve many functions, starting with its 

normative function of showing respect or politeness, and including a variety of other functions 

researchers have found by analyzing style shifts. 

The most important thing to recognize here, is that keigo can be used dynamically, with 

speakers changing their strategies according to their linguistic goals (Obana, 2021). It does not 

contribute to the semantic content the way other elements of an utterance do, but rather functions as 

a conversion of social context to a grammatical system (Obana, 2021). For example, a student 

asking her professor a question might use keigo to mark the vertical distance between herself and 

her professor. In this case, the hierarchy between them is social context — it exists outside of her 

question. Yet, its existence is reflected in the grammar she uses. Style shifts function in a similar 

way, but rather than reflecting vertical or horizontal distance, something that is always present, they 

reflect more short-lived social context, such as the speaker’s feelings. This will be discussed in 

more detail in section 2.2. 

2.1 Style shifts 

The phenomenon here refered to as a 'style shift' has been researched under many different 

names, including 'style shift' (Cook 2008), 'speech style shifting' (Isaka, 2010), and 'speech level 

shifts' (Obana, 2017; Obana, 2021), as well as in researches that do not specifially name or define it 

(Okushi 1997; Yoshida and Sakurai, 2005), but ultimately refers to the same thing: a temporary shift 

from a speaker’s default speech style under a certain set of circumstances to a different speech style. 

A style shift can be brought upon for many reasons, some of which will be lined out and discussed 

in depth below in section 2.2, and depending on what reasons incited it, the nature of the shift can 

be expected to vary as well. To reiterate, in this thesis I will discuss two distinct types of style shifts: 

'plus-level shifts', which are style shifts from a speech style that does not use keigo to one that does, 

and 'minus-level shifts', which are style shifts from a speech style that does use keigo to one that 

does not (Obana, 2017).   2

 Other types of style shifts include shifts to and from regional dialects, and shifts in the use of gendered 2

language (Jones & Ono, 2008).
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Although in this research I will focus solely on plus-level shifts, I will discuss literature 

regarding both in this section, as understanding how these different types of style shifts relate to 

each other can in turn help us understand them individually. 

2.1.1 Plus-level shifts 

Plus-level shifts, though rarer than minus-level shifts, according to a study by Okushi (1997), 

can have a wide variety of potential meanings and functions, as will be discussed in section 3 of this 

chapter. Plus-level shifts include shifts to any type of keigo usage, including both addressee 

honorifics and referent honorifics, or a combination of both. It is not expected though that every 

type of keigo can be used for every type of shift, as is the hypothesis of the current study, though 

which works in what type of situation is not yet clear. 

One example of a plus-level shift can be found in Okushi (1997), where a girl eating dinner 

with her family notices her napkin is wrinkled. When she asked what happened to it, her mother 

responded as follows: 

20 watashi ga tsukatta n desu. suimasen. machigaimashita. 

 I  NOM use:POL:PAST sorry:POL mistake:POL:PAST 

 'I have used it. I’m sorry. I made a mistake.' 

In this example, a mother uses addressee honorifics when talking to her daughter, something 

she would normally not do. By combining excessive use of keigo with a playful tone, she is 

attempting to downplay the severity of the situation (Okushi, 1997). 

2.1.2 Minus-level shifts 

Compared to plus-level shifts, minus-level shifts were found to occur much more frequently 

(Okushi, 1997). In a study by Isaka (2010), a total of 16 semi-interview conversations between 

either two native speakers or a native and non-native speaker were analyzed for style shifts, in this 

case all minus-level shifts. Though the frequency of shifting differed from individual to individual, 

all native speakers employed the phenomenon throughout their conversations. Analyzing those 

instances of style shifts, she categroized them into the following five functions: assimilating new 

information, realization, emotive expression, suggesting candidate wordings, and finally, talking to 

self (Isaka, 2010). 

One example, found in Okushi (1997), shows the use of a minus-level shift in an emotive 

expression. A woman, after receiving a compliment from her knitting teacher, answers in the 

following way: 
!11



21 sō  desu  ka. waa, ureshii! 

 in that way COP:POL Q Oh be-happy 

 'Is that so? Oh, I’m glad!' 

In the second part of her comment, the woman expresses how happy she is, without using 

keigo, as she normally would when talking to her teacher. 

2.2 Functions of keigo 

The functions of various keigo usages (both as a standard speech style and in style shifts) have 

been studied in prior research, inlcuding both those researches that specifically take a look at style 

shifts, and those that do not (Cook, 2008; Dunn, 2005; Obana, 2016; Obana, 2017; Obana, 2021; 

Okamoto, 2011; Okamoto & Shibamoto-Smith, 2016; Okushi, 1997; Pizziconi, 2011; Takiura, 

2007; Yoshida & Sakurai, 2005). Though these reported functions can be quite far apart from each 

other, as shown by the seemingly contradicting functions of keigo as a tool to show anger, irony or 

sarcasm (Obana, 2017; Okushi, 1997; Pizziconi, 2011), and keigo as a tool to show playfulness, or 

to make a conversation more entertaining (Okushi, 1997), one research that tried to unify all of its 

functions under a single term is Obana (2016). She argued that what unites all functions of keigo is 

the notion of 'distance', which she ties to the horizontal and vertical distance that accompany 

'regular' keigo usage, and to the various functions of plus-level shifts, including 'formality', 

'gratitude', 'carefulness', and 'consideration' (Obana, 2016). In this regard, keigo derived from plus-

level shifts is not necessarily different from 'regular' keigo, she concludes.  

Though there certainly is merit in looking for a single term to describe the function of keigo, 

by researching keigo as having seperate, though related functions and studying both their 

similarities and differences, we will be able to see a much more detailed picture of how keigo can 

be — and is — used in the Japanese language, which is why, in this thesis, I will not focus on 

attempting to find a unifying concept to describe the various functions of keigo. 

2.2.1 Showing respect or deference 

The primary and most notable function of keigo is its function as a grammatical tool to show 

respect or deference to the listener and/or a third party referent. This is done by utilizing its two 

systems, taisha keigo, or addressee honorifics, and sozai keigo, or referent honorifics, as explained 

in chapter 1. Speakers might adhere to a speech style that uses keigo because of a number of factors, 

most notably the existence of either horizontal distance with the subject of keigo, i.e. when the 
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speaker and the subject are not very close, or vertical distance with the subject of keigo, because of 

age, social standing or other factors (Takeuchi, 2021). Speakers might also be influenced by the 

situation, such as when two friendly coworkers are in a meeting together, they might use honorifics 

amongst themselves when usually they would not. Furthermore, speakers might also use a speech 

style including keigo to further their own social and linguistic goals, as shown by the deictic nature 

of keigo that can be seen in the existence of style shifts. This is what the speaker in example 20 did; 

she used keigo to achieve her goal of downplaying her mistake. Finally, the concepts of uchi and 

soto are of great importance to the use of keigo (Takeuchi, 2021), as will be explained in more detail 

in the next section. Of all the functions of keigo, this one is tied the most to Ide’s (1989, 1992, 

2006) notion of wakimae, though there still exists disagreement even among native speakers as to 

when, and how much keigo is appropriate (Okamoto & Shibamoto-Smith, 2016). 

One important caveat here is that keigo usage and politeness, or showing respect are not one 

and the same. Pizziconi (2011), drawing on the work of Agha (2007) in her analysis of honorifics, 

states that using keigo is 'neither necessary nor sufficient to show 'respect' or deference''. This is 

because respect can be shown without using keigo, i.e. by staying quiet, and keigo can be used 

without showing respect by doing so, as can be seen in sections 2.2.3 through 2.2.5 below 

discussing its other functions (Pizziconi, 2011).  

2.2.2 The notion of uchi and soto 

Now that it is established that keigo can be used to express respect or deference to the listener 

and/or the referent, the next logical question becomes: 'exactly when and with whom is keigo used?' 

The answer to that question is not as simple as it might seem, as there are no iron-clad rules, but 

there are a few key notions at play here. First, I will examine a study by Okamoto and Shibamoto-

Smith (2016), to show that the often-cited simple rule to use keigo 'to mark vertical or horizontal 

distance' is hardly sufficient as an explanation. Then, I will introduce the concept of uchi and soto, 

and how they tie into the usage of keigo, both when used normatively as a speech style and when 

used as a style shift. 

Okamoto & Shibamoto-Smith (2016) examined data from an earlier study by Okamoto 

(2011b), where six pairs of participants’ conversations were recorded, each with vertical distance 

and an age difference, but with varying degrees of horizontal distances. The older participants were 

noted as O1 through O6, and the younger as Y1 through Y6. Unsurprisingly, both the older and 

younger participants used fewer addressee honorifics the less horizontal distance there was, but 

there were some interesting observations. Neither O2 nor O4 were close to their conversation 

partner, yet O2 used honorifics 42% of the time, compared to O4’s 3%. The authors give a few 
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possible explanations for this fact, such as that O4 might prioritize vertical distance over horizontal 

distance in her choice of speech style, but also that she might be trying to construct a friendly 

relationship with Y4, or that it is influenced by the fact that the conversation takes place in Y4’s 

home, or a combination of the three (Okamoto & Shibamoto-Smith, 2016). In conclusion, a number 

of factors can influence a speaker’s choice of speech style besides the existence of horizontal or 

vertical distance, including personal preference, individual perceptions of 'the norm', and influences 

from the situation, to name a few. The rules for when and where to use keigo are not set in stone, yet 

they are also not as arbitrary as this conclusion might suggest. To understand this, we need to look 

at the concept of uchi and soto. 

The study of the concepts of uchi and soto — also called the 'inner group' and 'outer group' 

respectively — bears nearly unbreakable ties to the study of Japanese behaviour, and its research 

has spanned widely beyond linguistic research (Wetzel, 1994). The concepts are deicitc by nature; 

uchi must, by default, always include the speaker, but otherwise the boundary between the two is 

fluid (Wetzel, 1994), and can vary from situation to situation. One example that shows this is given 

in Takiura (2007). Here, an employee utters the phrase 'kachō mo hontō wa chigau koto wo 

nasaritai you nan desu ga' to a coworker from her division, which can be translated as 'It seems the 

section chief also actually wants to do something else', where she refers to their section chief using 

sonkeigo, showing deference and elevating him. Yet, during a meeting spanning multiple divisions, 

she utters the following phrase to an employee of a different division, regarding the same section 

chief: 'watakushi-domo no kachō mo sō mōshite orimasu', roughly translating to 'Our section chief 

also mentioned as such.' In this sentence, she refers to her section chief using kenjōgo, humbling 

him down. This seems contradictory, seeing as he is her boss and therefore higher in standing, but 

this can be explained using the notions of uchi and soto. In the first interaction, she and her 

coworker were part of uchi, the inner group, and the boss was part of soto, the outer group. Then, 

when talking to an employee of a different division in the company, the boundary between uchi and 

soto was moved to include her boss, being in the same division as her. This results in the employee 

using kenjōgo, humbling language, when referring to her boss, as he was part of her uchi at this 

point in time (Takiura, 2007). 

2.2.3 Placing the other interactant in soto  

As explained above, the line between uchi and soto is not set in place, and can move between 

different situations and with different interlocutors. However, it can also move within the same set 

of circumstances, and even within a single conversation (Takiura, 2007). For example, getting angry 

with the other interactant might result in removing them from uchi and expelling them into soto. 
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Conversely, an attempt to get closer to the other interactant might lead to them being drawn inside 

uchi. These shifts in the line between uchi and soto can linguistically be marked by a style shift — a 

plus-level shift in the former case, and a minus-level shift in the latter. Switching our perspective 

around, this means that one function of keigo is as a 'linguistic marker that the referent has been 

pushed into the soto context.' This can happen for a variety of reasons, including sarcasm, criticism, 

anger, and irony (Takiura, 2007; Pizziconi, 2011; Obana, 2017; Okushi 1997). 

One clear example of a switch like this can be found in Pizziconi (2011). She offers up the 

example sentence 'ashita made ni todokete itadakemasu ka?' ('Could you (kindly) deliver it by 

tomorrow?') and discusses how this sentence might fit into different contexts, one of which being a 

married couple going through a divorce. In this case, the speaker, the wife, is displaying a cold, or 

even hostile attitude toward her soon-to-be ex-husband, and does so by using excessive keigo when 

speaking to him. In this way, she marks the social distance created between them by expelling him 

into soto territory (Pizziconi, 2011). 

2.2.4 Indexing a role or identity 

Cook (2008) discussed the use of the masu-form the perspective of self awareness. She 

described one function of keigo, specifically teineigo, or addressee honorifics, as being used when 

the speaker presents themselves 'on-stage'. Referring to the notion of a 'self-presentational stance', 

she defines it as the 'self which presents an on-stage display of a positive social role to the 

addressee' (Cook, 2008). She supports the idea of keigo originating from a speaker’s self awareness 

by noting that Japanese children often start preferring the use of keigo to speak to someone in the 

soto context around the time they start puberty, when they become 'more conscious of their 

behaviour' (Cook, 2008). 

After analyzing data from parent/child conversations, Cook (2008) specifically listed the 

following as functions of the masu-form: using set formulas, such as itadakimasu (I humbly 

receive, using both kenjōgo and teineigo) which is said before eating; indexing a variety of social 

identities, including those of an authoritative figure, a teacher, and a mother (when serving food); 

and quoting the speech of others, specifically those in the soto context. Children are reported to 

acquire the social skills necessary to use teineigo in these dynamic contexts by the age of three, as 

shown by data from Cook (1997) and Nakamura (2002). 

Yoshida & Sakurai (2005), a different research that analyzed data from conversations within a 

family, reported similar findings. Their data included similar plus-level style shifts, which they 

analyzed could be the result of taking on a role, similar to Cook (2008). They then went one step 

further by tying this back to the concept of identity, referring to Markus & Kitayama’s (1991) 
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'interdependent self'. Speakers would switch freely between one of their many 'role-oriented 

identities' given within a specific situational context, and adapt speech styles accordingly. Contrary 

to Cook’s analysis, the speaker does not assume a role as a form of public display, but uses roles 

that are part of their own identity (Yoshida & Sakurai, 2005). 

2.2.5 Comprehensive lists of functions of plus-level shifts 

One research focused on categorizing functions of plus-level shifts by examining previous 

studies was Obana (2017). She places the functions of plus-level shifts into the following three 

groups: group A, 'creating a psychological barrier', group B, 'placing oneself on a public stage', and 

group C, 'careful, tentative approach to the other interactant'. Group A has very strong ties to the 

type of plus-level shifts discussed in 3.2.2, where the psychological barrier could be interpreted as 

the line between uchi and soto. Keigo usage to show anger, irony, criticism, sarcasm, but also 

weakness or vulnerability fall in this category. Group B is based on the works here discussed in 3.3, 

regarding keigo usage to take on a role, or express one's role-oriented identity, and works in a 

similar way to how a formal situation might lead a speaker to start using keigo (Obana, 2017). 

Examples of keigo usage in this group include expressing authority, taking on a role, and presenting 

oneself. Finally, group C includes all types of plus-level shifts where a careful approach is 

warranted, such as when conveying (important) information, stating one’s own opinions, or when 

making a request (Obana, 2017). Apologizing or delivering bad news would also fall under this 

category. 

Another research that attempted to register as complete a list of functions of keigo as possible 

was Okushi (1997). Although she did not make as strict a distinction between regular keigo usage 

and style shifts as seen in later researches, instead marking a instance of keigo as what she refeers to 

as '[+AH] forms' (where AH stands for addressee honorifics) when an utterance 'could have not 

used keigo', most of her categorizations are still relevant, as many are supported by data that does 

indeed include style shifts. Focussing on just the plus-level shifts she analyzed, we can find some 

overlap with Obana's (2017) findings, such as the use of keigo for expressing sarcasm or criticism 

or to promote clear communication, which respectively fall under groups A and C in the latter 

research. Moreover, the function that Okushi (1997) labels as 'to express formality and soften 

imposition' has some overlap with Obana’s (2017) group C as well, mainly regarding using keigo 

for apologizing or requesting, but also including greeting and thanking. Finally she refers to one 

more distinct category in using keigo to 'express playfulness', characterized by the use of a playful 

tone (Okushi, 1997). 
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2.2.6 Summary 

Keigo is deictic in nature, as it has different meanings and functions in different contexts. One 

way we can research the different functions it holds is by looking at style shifts, which is a 

'temporary shift from a speaker’s default speech style under a certain set of circumstances to a 

different speech style’. From previous researches that have looked into this phenomenon, we can 

conclude the following as functions of keigo, other than its normative function of 'showing respect 

or deference': anger, irony, criticism, sarcasm, and similar acts where the speaker puts up a 

psychological barrier, pushing the other interactant into soto; taking on a role or identity; taking a 

careful approach, such as when delivering bad news, apologizing, or requesting something; seeking 

information; and making playful conversation. 

All of these sets of circumstances have the possibility of inviting a plus-level shift, as has 

been observed in prior research. What is missing from this information however, is concrete 

knowledge of exactly what concrete circumstances make these shifts possible, what concrete 

circumstances encourage or discourage these shifts, and what type of keigo can be used for style 

shifts under these various circumstances. That is the goal of this research — to figure out what types 

of circumstances enable, encourage or discourage plus-level shifts. As such, I will attempt to answer 

the following four research questions about the possibility of plus-level shifts occurring, as 

described in further detail in the next chapter: 

 1 What is the effect of speaker gender on the acceptance rate of plus-level shifts? 

 2 What is the effect of speaker age on the acceptance rate of plus-level shifts? 

 3 What is the effect of the relationship between interactants, as determined by the  

  speech style of the interactant not performing the style shift, on the acceptance rate  

  of plus-level shifts? 

 4 What is the effect of the type of keigo utilized in style shifts on the acceptance rate of  

  plus-level shifts? 

Based on the reviewed literature, I have formulated the following hypotheses: 

 1 There will be an effect of speaker gender on the acceptance rates of plus-level shifts;  

  being female will encourage plus-level shift occurence. This is because female  

  speakers are, by many, regarded to use more formal language in general (Kinsui,  

  2003). This phenomenon is known as onna-kotoba, also known as joseigo or  
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  women’s language — a subtype of yakuwarigo, or role language. 

 2 There will be no effect of speaker age on the acceptance rates of plus-level shifts;  

  there is currently no evidence suggesting this. 

 3 There will be an effect of relationship between interactants, as determined by the  

  speech style of the interactant not performing the style shift, on the acceptance rates  

  of plus-level shifts; conversations where the other speaker uses keigo will encourage  

  plus-level shifts, as both participants will match each other’s speech style. 

 4 There will be an effect of the type of keigo utilized on the acceptance rates of plus- 

  level shifts; usage of addressee honorifics will make it easier for style shifts to occur,  

  as these have been used in the majority of examples of plus-level shifts in prior  

  research. 

3. Methodology 

In this chapter, I will discuss the methodology used in this research to collect data, including 

information about the participants, the questionnaire used, as well as information on the raw data 

used to construct the questionnaire. First, however, I will explain what type of information can be 

gained from holding a questionnaire such as this one, and why this is the type of information that 

will be useful in the current study. 

Most studies into plus-level style shifts have been qualitative studies, analyzing data from a 

small set of participants, if any. This works very well if the goal of the study is to figure out why 

something happens, in this case a style shift. However, as mentioned in chapter one, in this study I 

aim to find out where the border between the possibility of a style shift occurring and the lack 

thereof lies. This means that analyzing existing style shift data is insufficient as a research method, 

since a lack of evidence, i.e. not finding a style shift under specific circumstances, can never be 

decisive proof to the contrary. For this reason, I devised a questionnaire with created sentences. 

Okamoto & Shibamoto-Smith (2011) in their analysis of a series of blog posts regarding keigo 

usage shows us how Japanese’ speakers perception of what is appropriate and what is not can differ. 

Since any one speaker might hold perceptions not shared by the majority of native speakers, a 

qualitative study with a small number of participants carries an innate risk of not being 

representative. Therefor, it was determined a quantitive study would yield more useful results. 
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3.1 The questionnaire 

The questionnaire was conducted online in april and may of 2022. All participants were native 

speakers of Japanese, but had otherwise no restrictions. They were tasked with determining the 

possibility of a series of style shifts appearing in natural Japanese. The questionnaire opened with 

an introduction explaining what style shifts are, and how they would be marked in the questions. 

This was necessary to make sure participants did not judge any other aspect of the conversation 

excerpt. Every question contained a short introduction with necessary background information, an 

excerpt of conversation containing a style shift, followed by the question 'Do you think this style 

shift could appear in natural Japanese?', with three multiple choice answers: 'It could', 'It could not', 

and 'I cannot say'. These questions were then repeated with 1 to 3 variations of the same excerpt, all 

with a single aspect changed, these being the speaker’s gender, the speaker’s age, the type of keigo 

used in the style shift, and the speech style of the other interactant. All changes were marked in red 

for the participants' convenience, as well as to make sure none of them were overlooked. 

The survey contained 35 seperate conversation excerpts with a total of 42 style shifts. The 

source material was taken from a variety of Japanese media, including drama series, anime, manga, 

and visual novels. There were two reasons for this. First of all, lines written for a script are in most 

cases intended to emulate natural Japanese conversation. In addition, elements of written scripts that 

deviate from natural Japanese, such as yakuwari-go (Kinsui, 2003) do not usually include style 

shifts, so it can be expected that any style shifts occurring in media were written because they 

seemed natural to the author. Secondly, all source conversations were judged by the participants as 

well as their variations, so any 'unnaturelness' could be easily identified  and accounted for in the 

results. 

3.1.1 Structure of the questions 

Questions included a short introduction to provide context, followed by the conversation 

itself. Names were redacted, and replaced by A-ko or B-ko for female interactants and A-suke or  

B-suke for male interactants. Both of these suffixes can be found in many Japanese names, and are 

clearly gendered. The suffixes -chan and -kun were used to signify young participants, while the 

suffix -san was used to signify older participants. 

Next, let us take a look at one of the questions of the survey, followed by its English 

translation: 

A助くんとB助さんは話しています。A助くんは、雇い主であるB助さんに頼みたいことがありますの 

で、B助さんに声かけしました。 
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A助：だけど、警戒してしすぎることはない。 

だから、頼みたいことがある。 

B助：ほう、君から私にかね。 

それはぜひ、お聞きしようじゃないか。 

以上の敬語へのスタイル・シフトは、あり得たと思いますか。 

A-suke-kun and B-suke-san are talking. A-suke-kun wants to ask B-suke-san, his employer, something, so he  
called out to him. 

A-suke: But, we can never be too careful. So, I have something to ask you. 
B-suke: Oh, from you to me? By all means, I will hear you out. 

Do you think this style shift could appear in natural Japanese? 

The first two sentences establish the relationship between interactants A and B, namely that of 

employee and employer, while also stating the necessary background information for the 

conversation. Interactant B’s plus-level shift was marked using bold and underscored interface. 

Next, let’s take a look at one of this same conversation’s variations: 

A助くんとB助さんは話しています。A助くんは、雇い主であるB助さんに頼みたいことがありますの 

で、B助さんに声かけしました。 

  

A助：ですが、警戒してしすぎることはありません。 

なので、頼みたいことがあるんです。 

B助：ほう、君から私にかね。 

それはぜひ、お聞きしようじゃないか。 

以上の敬語へのスタイル・シフトは、あり得たと思いますか。  

A-suke-kun and B-suke-san are talking. A-suke-kun wants to ask B-suke-san, his employer, something, so he  
called out to him. 

A-suke: But, we can never be too careful. So, I have something to ask you. 
B-suke: Oh, from you to me? By all means, I will hear you out. 

Do you think this style shift could appear in natural Japanese? 
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In this variant, with changes marked in red, interactant A’s speech style was changed to 

include keigo. Other variations of this same conversation inlcuded changes to interactant A’s age, 

and the type of keigo interactant B used in his style shift. Changing only one factor at a time in this 

way allows us to isolate factors that might include the possibility of a style shift occurring in a 

certain way. 

All questions were in multiple choice format, with the following answers: 'arieru', ('yes, it 

could appear'); 'arienai', ('no, it could not appear'); and 'dochira to mo ienai' ('I cannot say either 

way'). 

3.2 The participants 

A total of 16 participants answered the questionnaire, 6 of which completed the questionnaire 

while the other 10 dropped out at various points in the first half of the questionnaire, including 4 

who dropped out before the first question. The participants that did answer at least one question 

included 10 female participants and 2 male participants, 5 participants between the ages of 20 and 

29, 6 between the ages of 30 and 39, and 1 between the ages of 50 and 59. The 6 that did complete 

the questionnaire included 5 female participants, 1 male participant, 2 participants between the ages 

of 20 and 29, 3 between 30 and 39, and 1 between 50 and 59. All were native Japanese speakers. 

4. Results 

To determine the acceptance rate of the utterance data used in the study, numerical values 

were assigned to the various answers — 1 for 'yes, it could appear', 0 for 'no, it could not appear', 

and 0.5 for 'I cannot say either way. Next, the average for each variation was calculated. Finally, 

significance for every result was calculated using a sign test, using the average scores as values. The 

reason that the average score was used, rather than each participant’s individual score, is that this 

does not artificially increase the weight of the earlier questions, which were answered by more 

participants. If an effect is found to be significant, the strength of the effect is determined by 

looking at the differences in average acceptance rate, where a difference of less than 0.10 is 

considered a small effect, a difference between 0.10 and 0.20 a medium effect, and a difference of 

more than 0.20 a large effect. 

The acceptance rate of the original utterances varied between 0.60 and 1, while the acceptance 

rate for all of the variations varied between 0.15 and 1. This suggests that there are indeed factors 
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that hinder the appearance of plus-level shifts in Japanese. In the following sections, I will take a 

look at each of those, and how they affected acceptance rates. 

4.1 The effect of speaker gender on the acceptance rate of plus-level shifts 

A total of 13 questions tested for a variations in speaker gender, consisting of 6 instances 

where a female speaker was changed to be male and 7 where a male speaker was changed to be 

female. Out of the total of 13 variations, 6 saw some kind of change in acceptance rate. 

The average acceptance rate for female speakers was 0.96, while the average acceptance rate 

for male speakers was 0.88. These results were significant at p < 0.10 (p = 0.014, Z = 2.449). This 

seems to suggest that speaker gender has an effect on the possibility of the occurence of plus-level 

shifts, with a female speaker making it easier for a plus-level shift to appear. 

4.2 The effect of speaker age on the acceptance rate of plus-level shifts 

A total of 11 questions tested for variations in speaker age, consisting of 10 instances where a 

young speaker was changed to be old and 1 instance where an old speaker was changed to be 

young. Out of the total of 11 variations, 5 saw some kind of change in acceptance rate. 

Acceptance Rates (Gender)

Question Original Speaker Gender Acceptance Rate 
(Female)

Acceptance Rate (Male)

S-001 Female 0.79 0.46

S-005 Male 1 1

S-006 Male 1 1

S-010 Female 1 0.63

S-013 Female 1 0.92

S-018 Male 1 1

S-022 Male 1 1

S-026 Female 0.83 0.83

S-028 Female 1 0.83

S-029 Male 1 0.92

S-031 Male 1 0.92

S-036 Female 1 1

S-037 Male 0.92 0.92
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The average acceptance rate for young speakers was 0.90, while the average acceptance rate 

for old speakers was 0.88. These results were not significant (p = 0.655, Z = 0.447). This seems to 

suggest that speaker age has no effect on the possibility of the occurence of plus-level shifts. 

4.3 The effect of relationship on the acceptance rate of plus-level shifts 

A total of 15 questions tested for variations in the relationship between interlocutors, as 

determined by the speech style of the interactant not performing the style shift, consisting of 8 

instances where the interactant’s speech style was changed to include keigo, and 6 instances where 

the interactant’s speech style was changed to not include keigo. Additionally, utterance S-009, 

whose style shift included referent honorifics exclusively was tested for variations regarding the 

relationship between the speaker and the listeners (S-009A) in addition to variations regarding the 

relationship between the speaker and the referent (S-009B and S-009C). Out of the total of 17 

variations, 5 saw some kind of change in acceptance rate. 

The average acceptance rate for equal relationships was 0.83, while the average acceptance 

rate for inequal relationships was 0.86. These results were not significant (p = 0.564, Z = 0.577). 

This seems to suggest that the relationship between interactants, as signified by the speech style of 

the listener, has no effect on the possibility of the occurence of plus-level shifts. 

Acceptance Rates (Age)

Question Original Speaker Age Acceptance Rate 
(Young)

Acceptance Rate (Old)

S-001 Young 0.79 0.82

S-002 Young 1 0.73

S-007 Young 0.65 0.75

S-008 Young 1 1

S-013 Young 1 1

S-024 Young 0.66 0.66

S-025 Young 1 1

S-026 Young 0.84 0.84

S-031 Young 0.92 1

S-034 Old 1 1

S-035 Young 1 0.84
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4.4 The effect of type of keigo on the acceptance rate of plus-level shifts 

A total of 14 questions tested for variations in the type of keigo used in the plus-level shifts, 

consisting of 10 instances where a shift was changed to use referent honorifics, 3 instances where a 

shift was changed to use addressee honorifics, and 3 instances where a shift using addressee 

honorifics was changed to use a different set of addressee honorifics. In addition, question S-008, 

which contained two style shifts tested both shifts individually for variations including referent 

honorifics (S-008A and S-008B), as well as both combined (S-008); meanwhile S-003 tested 

variations where its use of referent honorifics was replaced by addressee honorifics (S-003A) and 

where it was replaced by no honorifics (S-003B). Out of the total of 18 variations, 16 saw some 

kind of change in acceptance rate. 

Acceptance Rates (Relation)

Question Original Listener  Speech 
Style

Acceptance Rate (Plain 
Form)

Acceptance Rate 
(Honorifics)

S-004 Plain form 0.60 0.60

S-006 Honorifics 1 1

S-007 Plain form 0.65 0.65

S-009A Honorifics 0.63 0.63

S-011 Plain form 1 1

S-015 Plain form 1 1

S-017 Plain form 1 0.92

S-018 Plain form 1 1

S-019 Honorifics 0.50 0.84

S-020 Plain form 0.84 0.84

S-023 Honorifics 0.84 1

S-026 Honorifics 0.84 0.84

S-033 Honorifics 0.66 0.66

S-034 Honorifics 1 1

S-037 Plain form 0.92 0.92

Question Original Relation to 
Referent

Acceptance Rate 
(Original)

Acceptance Rate 
(Variation)

S-009B Speaker Lower (Formerly) 0.63 0.75

S-009C Speaker Higher (Formerly) 0.63 0.44
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The average acceptance rate for style shifts containing addressee honorifics was 0.75, while 

the average acceptance rate for style shifts containing referent honorifics was 0.49. These results 

were significant at p < 0.10 (p = 0.052, Z = 1.941). This seems to suggest that the type of keigo used 

in style shifts has an effect on the possibility of the occurence of plus-level shifts, with addressee 

honorifics making it easier for shifts to occur. Further discussion of these results will follow in 

chapter 5, as well as an in-depth look at the questions with the highest change in acceptance rate, 

and variations whose acceptance rate went against the general trends. 

Acceptance Rates (Type)

Question Original Honorifics Acceptance Rate (AH) Acceptance Rate (RH)

S-001 Addressee Honorifics 0.79 0.25

S-003A Referent Honorifics 0.45 0.85

S-005 Addressee Honorifics 1 0.15

S-007 Referent Honorifics 0.30 0.65

S-008 Addressee Honorifics 1 0.28

S-008A Addressee Honorifics 1 0.72

S-008B Addressee Honorifics 1 0.33

S-021 Addressee Honorifics 0.75 0.33

S-027 Addressee Honorifics 0.92 0.42

S-029 Addressee Honorifics 0.92 0.42

S-032 Addressee Honorifics 0.83 0.42

S-033 Referent Honorifics 0.58 0.66

S-036 Addressee Honorifics 1 1

S-038 Addressee Honorifics 0.83 0.33

Question Original Honorifics Acceptance Rate (Plain 
Form)

Acceptance Rate (RH)

S-003B Referent Honorifics 1 0.85

Question Original Honorifics Acceptance Rate (desu) Acceptance Rate 
(masu)

S-012 desu 0.83 0.83

S-029 -masu 1 0.92

S-031 -masu 0.83 0.92
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5. Conclusion 

In this chapter I will take a closer look at the results of the survey, including interpretations of 

the results regarding the four influencing factors that were tested, an in-depth look at the questions 

whose acceptance rates either varied drastically from their original versions or those that went 

against observed trends, and finally the implications that these results have — what can they tell us 

about plus-level style shifts? 

5.1 Overall results 

This survey tested for four types of variations on plus-level shifts; the gender of the speaker, 

either male or female; the age of the speaker, either young or old; the relationship between 

interactants, as signified by the speech style used by the interactant not performing the style shift; 

either using honorifics or not; and the type of keigo used in the style shift, either addressee 

honorifics or referent honorifics. 

5.1.1 The effect of speaker gender on plus-level style shifts 

Coming back to the initial research questions, the answer to the question: "What is the effect 

of speaker gender on the acceptance rate of plus-level shifts?" can be formulated in the following 

way: "Speaker gender has a small effect on the acceptance rate of plus-level shifts; female speakers 

were considered somewhat more likely to produce plus-level shifts in natural speech." In this case, 

the hypothesis was correct. This effect was largely seen in questions S-001 and S-010 (difference in 

acceptance rate > 0.30), both style shifts that were originally performed by female speakers, and to 

a smaller degree in questions S-007, S-013, S-028, S-029, and S-031 (difference in acceptance rate 

< 0.20), with varying original speaker genders. Finally, no change was detected in questions S-005, 

S-006, S-018, S-022, S-026, S-036 and S-037, again with varying original speaker genders. 

The question: "What caused these differences in effect between questions?" remaining, the 

first thing to look at for a possible answer is the categorization of different types of style shifts 

discussed in chapter two. Focussing on Obana's (2017) categorization system, as the newest and 

arguably the most comprehensive one, the style shifts in this part of the study can be placed as 

follows: group A, 'creating a psychological barrier', contains S-001, S-005, S-010, S-022, S-031 and 

the first style shift in S-037; meanwhile, group B, 'placing oneself on a public stage', contains 

S-007, S-018, S-026, S-028, and S-036; finally, group C, 'careful, tentative approach to the other 

interactant', contains S-006, S-013, S-029, and the second style shift in S-037. In this categorization, 

one aspect jumps out instantly: the only two style shifts in group A that were originally performed 

by female speakers are S-001 and S-010, both of the style shifts that showed the largest effect of 
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speaker gender. This could be interpreted to say that within group A, speakers being female has a 

large positive effect on the possibility of style shifts occuring. However, questions S-005, S-022 and 

S-037 are all included in group A as well, being originally spoken by male speakers. None of these 

saw an effect of speaker gender, leading to the conclusion that there must be more to these results. 

Both of the conversations in S-001 and S-010 showed the speaker getting angry or otherwise fed up 

with their interactant. Although this is the case in other group A conversations as well, S-001 and 

S-010 share the factor that these were written with the intention of being said by female speakers, 

and thus it might be possible that something about the specific way these speakers utilize style 

shifts to show their negative emotions is something that is generally viewed as feminine, while the 

way the male speakers in questions S-005, S-022 and S-037 do so is considered more gender 

neutral. More research would need to be done to confirm this hypothesis. 

Meanwhile, both groups B and C contained a mix of variations that saw a small effect of 

speaker gender and variations that saw no effect of speaker gender, neither being restricted to style 

shifts that were originally performed by a single speaker gender, so it can be assumed that within 

these groups, there is no effect of speaker gender beyond the general effect; whose significance, 

disregarding the results in group A, comes out as p = 0.083, Z = 1.732, meaning that, though weaker 

and only present at the p < 0.10 level, this effect can still be measured. 

5.1.2 The effect of speaker age on plus-level style shifts 

The next factor that was tested for in this study, was the effect of speaker age on the 

occurence of plus-level shifts. Looking at the results, the research question: "What is the effect of 

speaker age on the acceptance rate of plus-level shifts?" can be answered as: "No significant effect 

of speaker age was found, although young speakers were rated minimally more acceptable on 

average." This is in line with the hypothesis. 

Placing these questions in Obana’s (2017) categorization system yields the following results: 

group A contains S-001, S-031 and S-034; group B contains S-007, S-024, S-025 and S-026; and 

group C contains S-002, S-008, S-013 and S-035. This categorization places both questions that 

found young speakers more acceptable, S-002 and S-035, in group C, which leads to the possibility 

that young speakers performing style shifts being viewed as more acceptable is an effect inherent to 

group C. With such a small number of questions seeing a change, however, such a conclusion 

cannot be made without looking at the individual questions for possible explanations. 

The largest difference in acceptance rate was found in S-002, where an old speaker 

performing a style shift was rated less acceptable than a young speaker. However, this question 

originally featured a nephew and his uncle, whose roles were switched in the variant testing for 
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speaker age. It may be that rather than speaker age, the change in hierarchical relationship between 

the two caused the change in acceptance rate. 

S-035 featured two classmates gaming, with the speaker performing the style shift making a 

goofy comment before being shot down by the other interactant and performing a style shift in his 

apology. The variant testing for age presented the two as colleagues rather than classmates. Both the 

fact that the two were gaming and the fact that the speaker made a goofy comment before are 

possible explanations for the discrepency in acceptance rate, besides an inherent effect of being a 

group C type style shift. 

Group A featured two questions where the variant with an old speaker resulted in a higher 

acceptance rate. Here, however, the differences are all small (<0.10), so no conclusions can be 

drawn with such a small sample size. 

5.1.3 The effect of the relationship between interactants on plus-level style shifts 

Continuing to the next research question: "What is the effect of the relationship between 

interactants, as determined by the speech style of the interactant not performing the style shift, on 

the acceptance rate of plus-level shifts?", its answer can be formulated as follows: "No significant 

effect of relationship was found, although style shifts in conversations with interactants who used 

keigo were rated minimally more acceptable on average." In this case, though the averages did 

match up with the hypothesis, the lack of a significant effect means the hypothesis cannot be 

confirmed as correct. In fact, this effect is largely due to the change in acceptance rate of question 

S-019, followed by the change in acceptance rate of question S-023. On the other hand, the style 

shift in S-017 was rated more acceptable when the other interactant used no keigo. 

When we seperate these questions by type of style shift, we get the following line-up: group A 

contained S-009, S-015, S-017, S-020, S-033 and S-034; group B contained S-007, S-018, S-023 

and S-026; and finally, group C contained S-004, S-006, S-011, S-019, and S-037. This puts all of 

the questions that saw a change in different groups, which leads to the conclusion that, like with 

speaker age, individual effects within these questions are more likely to be the cause of the change, 

rather than a group effect. 

Starting with S-017, the only variation where an interactant using the plain form was rated 

more acceptable, one possible explanation is that, in the original version of the conversation, 

interactant A used the suffix -san to refer to interactant B, even though he did not use any keigo. The 

variation where interactant A did use keigo could have been interpreted as solving this perceived 

discrepency. 
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Next, S-019 showed the largest difference in acceptance rate within this list. The original 

conversation was between a noble and a friendly maid, who were changed to be just friends in order 

to change the maid’s speech style to one without keigo. This is a large shift in the hierarchical 

relationship between these two, akin to the one seen in S-002, and more than likely the source of the 

change in acceptance rate. 

S-023 was also rated more acceptable when interactant B used keigo rather than the plain 

form. In this example, interactant A, a younger child, is proudly presenting herself as looking like 'a 

big girl' with her hair tied together, utilizing a style shift to do so. Interactant B then confirms this, 

either by using keigo in the original conversation or in the plain form in the variation. It’s possible 

that interactant B using keigo here is perceived to 'match up' with the situation of interactant A being 

'a big girl', making her someone worthy of respect. However, more research would need to be done 

to confirm this hypothesis. 

Finally in this category are the second and third variations for S-009, where not the 

relationship between the speaker and the listeners, but the one between him and the third-party 

referent were tested. In the original version, there was no defined relationship between the speaker 

and the referent; in the variations, the referent was defined as the speaker’s former superior 

(S-009B), or his former inferior (S-009C). In the latter case, it is of no surprise that the speaker’s 

style shift, which contained sonkeigo, was rated as less acceptable. In the former case, despite the 

style shift being used to mock the referent, it was rated as more acceptable when the referent was 

the speaker’s former superior. It is possible that this change resulted from the style shift not being 

seen as a shift, but rather as the speaker continuing to use referent honorifics when referring to his 

former superior, even when mocking him.  

5.1.4 The effect of type of keigo on plus-level style shifts 

The most interesting of all the factors in this study, with the most effect on acceptance rates, 

was the type of keigo utilized in style shifts. The research question here: "What is the effect of the 

type of keigo utilized in style shifts on the acceptance rate of plus-level shifts?" can be answered as 

"The type of keigo utilized has a large effect on the acceptance of plus-level shifts; addressee 

honorifics were considered far more likely to appear in plus-level shifts in natural speech in the 

majority of questions." This is in line with the hypothesis. This effect was most strongly seen in 

S-005, where the acceptance rate dropped down to 0.15 — the lowest in the entire survey — when 

the type of keigo was changed to referent honorifics. However, considering that this variation 

contained referent honorifics without addressee honorifics in an independent clause, while the target 

of the honorifics was the listener (as opposed to a third-party referent), the reason for this low result 
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is more likely to come from the unconventional nature of the keigo itself, rather than from the 

nature of the style shift, and as such, will be excluded from further discussion in this section. If we 

also remove S-005 from the overall acceptance rates, the final results will look like this; variations 

containing addressee honorifics had an average acceptance rate of 0.73, while variations containing 

referent honorifics had an average acceptance rate of 0.51. 

Dividing these questions into groups A, B and C types shifts, group A will contain S-001, 

S-021, S-033, and S-038. Group B will contain S-007, S-027, S-032, and S-036. Lastly, group C 

will contain S-003, S-008 and S-029. Within group A, all but S-033, which contained referent 

honorifics to begin with, lost more than 0.4 in acceptance rate for referent honorifics as compared to 

addressee honorifics. What sets S-033 apart from its counterparts in this subset is believed to be the 

extent of anger expressed with the style shift. The speaker is shouting angrily at the listener to the 

point where he noticably mocks him for what he suggested — this is much more extreme than the 

frustrations expressed in S-001 and S-021, both of which are much milder. Meanwhile, S-038, 

where the speaker makes fun of the listener, fared surprisingly bad as well. Okushi (1997) observed 

that making jokes was a valid reason for a plus-level shift to occur. This result seems to suggest this 

does not include jokes made at the expense of the target of honorifics. More research would 

however be necessary to confirm this hypothesis. As for the rest of group A, it seems to be that 

referent honorifics will only be acceptable in cases where the negative emotions expressed are very 

extreme. 

Looking at the results of group B, acceptance rates for referent honorifics are much higher 

than those for group A, containing the two results with the highest acceptance rates for referent 

honorifics, without any result’s acceptance rate below 0.40. Starting with S-007, this is the only 

variation in the group where referent honorifics scored better than addressee honorifics. This is 

believed to be because the style shift was followed by a form of the copula da in janai ka, which 

appears in the plain form — the speaker’s default speech style. In this case, a verb containing 

addressee honorifics will be a greater grammatical mismatch than one that does not. Next, we have 

S-036, the only question in this category that obtained an acceptance rate of 1 for both versions, and 

the only one testing for referent honorifics where there was no effect of type of keigo. The speaker 

is proudly presenting her magic box, using the copula with addressee honorifics, desu, in one 

version, and with referent honorifics, de gozaimasu, in the other. One possible explanation for this 

result is that, outside of plus-level shifts, presenting something using de gozaimasu is fairly 

common in the Japanese language. Finally, both S-027 and S-032 had an acceptance rate of 0.42 for 

their variations including referent honorifics. While neither is higher than 0.5, when considering 
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only questions that were changed from addressee honorifics to referent honorifics, their scores come 

quite close to the newly calculated average of 0.45. With no acceptance rates lower than this, it can 

be hypothesized that group B is in general more forgiving of usage of referent honorifics in plus-

level shifts. 

Group C contained the largest positive difference in acceptance rates between referent 

honorifics and addressee honorifics in S-003. This is likely due to the fact that its relevant style shift 

appeared in a dependent clause. When compared to its variation that removed the first style shift 

altogether, the acceptance rate for referent honorifics is slightly lower. S-008 contained style shifts 

by both interactants, each of which were tested for individually, as well as combined for an effect of 

type of keigo. In this case, the style shift utilized by interactant A to show her embarrassment was 

received quite well even as referent honorifics, while interactant B’s style shift was not. I had 

hypothesized that combining the two style shifts as referent honorifics might have yielded a higher 

acceptance rate, as both participants were matching each other’s speech style, but this does not 

appear to be the case — at least not for referent honorifics, or in this specific conversation. Lastly, 

S-029 contained a style shift showing feelings of embarrassment as well. This one, however, was 

not received as well as the other two, at an acceptance rate of 0.42 for referent honorifics, similarly 

to S-027 and S-032 in group B. 

5.2 Individually interesting results 

A number of noteworthy patterns can be observed in the results, outside of the four factors 

tested for. These include the effects of hierarchical relations between interactants, as signified by 

social position, the difference between using honorifics in independent clauses and dependent 

clauses, and the difference between using desu and -masu, both types of addressee honorifics. 

5.2.1 Hierarchical relationships 

Both questions S-002 and S-019 stood out within the categories of questions testing for age 

and relationship between interactants as variations that saw a relatively large change in acceptance 

rate, when no effect of either age of relationship was found. Both of these questions also 

inadvertently featured a shift in hierarchy between interactants in their variations. If this is what 

caused the change in acceptance rates, it would mean that style shifts occur more easily when the 

listener is below the speaker in hierarchical terms. This would, however, be contradicted by the 

results of S-009, where the style shift when deemed more likely to occur when the target of the 

honorifics was hierarchically above the speaker, and less likely when he was below him. An 

obvious counterargument here would be that the trend would be true for style shifts utilizing 
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addressee honorifics, or where the target is honorifics is the listener; neither of which is the case in 

S-009. To determine which, if any, is true, I will analyze other conversations where interlocutors 

were in a hierarchical relationship. 

Questions S-007, S-033 and S-034 all featured a boss utilizing a style shift when talking to 

their employee. In the case of S-007, the employee usually talked using the plain form, while in 

S-033 and S-034, the employee used honorifics; in the latter two cases, their relationship was 

changed to be collegial instead. Neither of these saw a change in acceptance rate with these 

variations. This leads to the conlcusion that, when the listener is the target of honorifics in a style 

shift, there is no evidence of an inherent effect of social status on the possibility of plus-level shifts 

occurring. 

This begs the question — what caused the change in acceptance rate in questions S-002 and 

S-019? While an inherent effect of change in hierarchical relationship has not been observed in the 

rest of the data, I would still conclude that the change in hierarchical relationship is responsible for 

the change in acceptance rate — not necessarily because a difference in social status makes it 

inherently harder for style shifts to occur, but because this difference interacted with the 

circumstances surrounding the usage of a plus-level shift. In the case of S-002, perhaps a nephew 

pulling his uncle by the ear was considered unrealistic by many participants, or they deemed that 

even in that situation, it would not be reason enough for the uncle to resort to style shifts in 

apologizing to his nephew. In the case of S-019, where the maid teasingly suggested to the noble 

that since he was cold, they should warm each other naked — the noble, completely flustered, used 

a style shift in telling her that they could not. This makes sense, as it is generally not accepted for 

nobles and maids to be together in a sexual relationship. When the two are friends, this prejudice 

becomes much more vague, potentially no longer reason enough to resort to a style shift. In this 

way, a change in hierarchical relationship can still influence the possibility of style shifts occurring. 

5.2.2 Referent honorifics in independent and dependent clauses 

As mentioned in section 5.2.4, when considering the possibility of a specific type of style shift 

occuring, its position in either an independent clause or a dependent clause cannot be ignored. 

S-003 contained two verbs that underwent a plus-level shift; referent honorifics without addressee 

honorifics in the dependent clause, and addressee honorifics without referent honorifics in the 

independent clause. This is no coincidence: referent honorifics without addressee honorifics can 

only be used in the independent clause when the target of deference is not the listener, as 

demonstrated by questions S-005, the acceptance rate of which dropped significantly when 

inlcuding referent honorifics without addressee honorifics targeting the listener, and S-009, which 
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included referent honorifics without addressee honorifics targeting a third-party referent, and saw a 

relatively high acceptance rate. Meanwhile, using addressee honorifics in dependent clauses is 

usually only seen in combination with a highly formal speech style, something that was lacking in 

S-003. It seems that keigo used in plus-level shifts is bound to these same rules. 

The style shifts in S-007 falls into a similar category, containing a style shift in a dependent 

clause while the main verb in the independent clause remains without honorifics. In this case, the 

usage of addressee honorifics in a dependent clause yielded an even lower acceptance rate than 

S-003, as the speaker’s speech style was otherwise highly informal. These factors suggest that the 

answer to the fourth research question needs an addendum: "The type of keigo utilized has a large 

effect on the acceptance of plus-level shifts; addressee honorifics were considered far more likely to 

appear in plus-level shifts in natural speech when used in independent clauses, while referent 

honorifics were considered more likely to appear in plus-level shifts in natural speech when used in 

dependent clauses." If we also recalculate the p- and Z-values to only include style shifts found in 

independent clauses, we get values of p = 0.007, Z = 2.714. 

5.2.3 The different types of addressee honorifics 

Within the variations testing for different types of honorifics, three questions tested for 

different types of addressee honorifics — questions S-012, S-029 and S-031. The results were 

scattered, with S-012 not showing a change in acceptance rate, S-029 showing a change in favor of 

desu forms, and S-031 showing a change in favor of -masu forms. This, combined with the small 

size of the changes, makes it difficult to draw any conclusions from this data alone. 

In a case study by Uehara & Fukushima (2008), researching the differences between the two 

expressions in their negative, nonpast forms — -masen and nai desu — it was found that nai desu, 

compared to -masen, was used in less formal contexts and as a 'semi-polite' expression, when 

conveying meaning was more important than showing formality. On the other hand, -masen was 

used "when "politeness" is foregrounded, i.e., when the speaker becomes keenly aware of the 

necessity of using polite speech toward the listener" (Uehara & Fukushima, 2008). It was also used 

less often than nai desu. This gives us a possible explanation for the results for S-029, as a 

conversation between two classmates and friends where polite speech is usually not necessary — 

however, the style shift in S-031 has almost the exact same circumstances, save for its 

categorization as a group A style shift, while S-029 is group C. There is, however, far too little 

evidence to suggest that the different acceptance rates originate in these group distinctions. More 

research is necessary to draw any conclusions from this data. 
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5.3 Implications of the results 

In this study, I have attempted to determine the effect that several factors — namely, speaker 

gender, speaker age, the speech style of the other interactant and the type of keigo used — have on 

the possibility of a plus-level shift occurring. First, being female was determined to have a small 

positive effect on the possibility of plus-level shifts occurring, which was seen mostly in style shifts 

in group A. This is assumed to have a connection with onna-kotoba — also joseigo, or 'women’s 

language — a subtype of yakuwarigo, or 'role language', defined by Kinsui (2003) as 'language that, 

when heard, brings up a certain image of a type of person in the listener, or language that, when 

given a certain type of person, seems like it naturally fits that type of person' as female speakers are 

regarded by many Japanese speakers to use more honorifics (Kinsui, 2007). Next, neither speaker 

age nor the speech style used by the other interactant was determined to have a significant effect on 

the possibility of plus-level shifts occurring, though a change in the social hierarchy that 

accompanies either of these changes might have an influence. Finally, the type of keigo used in 

plus-level shifts was determined to have a large effect on the possibility of plus-level shifts 

occurring, with addressee honorifics having a positive effect on occurrence in independent clauses, 

and referent honorifics having a positive effect on occurrence in dependent clauses. 

What does this mean for keigo research from now on? First of all, a positive effect of speaker 

gender on acceptance rates means any research attempting to study the overall occurence rate of 

plus-level shifts will have to be mindful not to only include participants of a single gender, lest their 

results might prove to be inaccurate. This is not the case for speaker age, or the speech style of the 

other interactant, so these do not have to be selected with the same amount of care. Furthermore, 

any research attempting to create example sentences with plus-level shifts, or that attempts to 

explain why an observed style shift contains the type of keigo that it does, will have to be mindful 

of the type of keigo that appears in a style shift. For example, referent honorifics were only found to 

be acceptable in group A-type style shifts in extreme cases — any example sentence including such 

a shift would need circumstances justifying the speaker’s extreme emotions. At the same time, any 

type A-type style shift found to use referent honorifics can be interpreted as conveying the speaker’s 

extreme negative emotions. 

6. Discussion 

This results of this study create a number of possibilities for future research. Some of these 

are because of limitations with the current study, which was complicated in several ways, as 

described in the section below. Meanwhile, there are also a number of ways research into this topic 
!34



could be expanded upon, or applied to different fields of study, such as the inclusion of other factors 

into the study, a similar study for minus-level shifts, and applications into the broader field of 

linguistics — for example, a clear and concise idea of exactly how, why, and under what 

circumstances style shifts occur can be helpful in teaching L2 speakers how to utilize these shifts 

effectively. In this section I will expand upon these limitations and possibilities for this study, as 

well as others like it. 

6.1 Complications of the study 

One of the ways in which this study was complicated were the travel restrictions put into 

place as a result of the pandemic caused by the covid-19 outbreak. This meant that I was not able to 

go to Japan to conduct this study, which led to a number of features being scrapped from the survey. 

One of these was the inclusion of sound in the conversation excerpts. This inclusion would have 

allowed for testing of intonation in plus-level shifts, as Okushi (1997) noted was key in her study of 

shifts. Unfortunatey, however, working remotely made it too challenging to find volunteers to 

record conversations. Furthermore, as the travel restrictions meant the survey had to be conducted 

online, including sound fragments would have placed a large burden on the design of the survey, so 

ultimately this feature was forced to be scrapped. 

Another way in which the survey was complicated by the travel restrictions was the search for 

participants. Even remotely, a number of participants could be reached through apps such as LINE, 

but unfortunately this restricted the number of available participants to my acquaintances. Several 

efforts were made to increase the number of participants, but all with little to no effect. On top of 

this, as the survey was conducted anonymously, I was not able to conduct any follow-up interviews 

with the participants. Finally, there was the issue of participants dropping out before the end of the 

survey — though not quite unexpected, given the length of the survey, this was still a major setback. 

The design of the study itself was also met with several complications, mainly regarding the 

factor of relation between interactants. In order to cleanly categorize these into two groups with 

clear distinctions, the speech style of the other interactant was chosen as the measuring factor — a 

speech style including keigo would be used to signify that the speaker performing the style shift was 

above them in social standing, while a speech style not including keigo would be used to signify 

that the speaker performing the style shift was their social equal. In real life, however, these 

distinctions will not always be so clear-cut. Some speakers will prefer to use keigo when talking to 

their social equals, such as classmates, while others will not. This is further complicated by 

phenomena such as onna-kotoba, or joseigo, where women are often perceived to include more 
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keigo in their speech — regardless of who they are talking to — than men (Kinsui, 2007). On the 

other end of the spectrum, speakers might not always use keigo when talking to their social 

superiors. Okamoto (2011) discussed a number of blog posts where several native speakers argued 

about whether nurses should use keigo when talking to elderly patients, as they are younger than 

them, or should use the plain form, to create a more casual, friendly atmosphere. Data for this 

survey also included a case of a speaker talking to his boss — who, quite unambiguously, is his 

superior — without using keigo. 

Raw data for this study included an additional three questions — labelled S-014, S-016 and 

S-030. All of these featured excerpts containing plus-level shifts made to tell a joke, a function of 

plus-level shifts that was found in Okushi (1997). Unfortunately, these did not fit anywhere in 

Obana's (2017) model of categorization. To include these questions would, therefore, require an 

original categorization system, containing a fourth category for 'jokes'. This was beyond the scope 

of this research, which led to the decision to not include the questions at all for the sake of analysis. 

It would be very interesting to include this category in a future variation of this research — 

although this would require more than three excerpts to yield useful data.  

6.2 Where to go from here 

A number of trends that were seen in the results of this study require further research to 

confirm. These trends include: a possible effect of speaker age — where being young has a positive 

effect on the possibility of style shifts occurring — isolated to group C style shifts; another possible 

effect of speaker age — where being old has a positive effect on the possibility of style shifts 

occurring — isolated to group A style shifts; a possible addendum to Okushi’s (1997) observed 

trend of plus-level shifts being used to tell jokes, stating that this does not include jokes made at the 

expense of the target of honorifics; the hypothesis that group B is more forgiving of utilizing 

referent honorifics in plus-level shifts within an independent clause, compared to groups A and C. 

Additionally, the theory that S-023 was rated more acceptable when the interactant not performing 

the style shift used keigo, because this type of speech matched up with the reason the style shift 

occurred in the first place — the other speaker feeling like a 'big girl' — remains to be confirmed as 

well. Other effects that could not be confirmed, and do not yet show a trend toward any particular 

interpretation of effect, include: the effect of using either the desu or -masu forms of addressee 

honorifics in different types of plus-level shifts; the possibility that the way the female speakers in 

S-001 and S-010 reacted and utilized style shifts is something that is more acceptable because they 

were done by female speakers; and the question whether speakers matching each other’s speech 
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style is indeed a factor with a positive effect on the possibility of plus-level shifts occurring, but 

which did not apply to S-008, either because it utilized referent honorifics, or for some other reason. 

In addition, this study did not test for any interactions between factors, such as if the effect of 

type of keigo changes for different speaker genders, or if the effect of relationship between 

interactants would have been different depending on speaker age. This type of research would have 

exponentially increased the scale of an already ambitious study — if such a study were to be done 

in the future, it would likely need a vastly different design, building upon the foundations laid out 

by the current study, or a future version of it. 

In a future version of this study, testing for the effect of the relationship between interactants 

will likely need to rely on background information telling the participants the social positions of the 

interactants, rather than their own speech styles. In order to do this in an objective manner, style 

shifts will need to be carefully selected to find those that will still be possible even in a different 

context. Other factors that will also need to be decided on before designing the study would be the 

amount of vertical distance tested for (for example, a boss and employee have a larger amount of 

vertical distance than a student and his senpai, or upperclassman), and whether this will be a set 

amount or will vary between questions. 

There are also several other factors that would be interesting to test for. One of these, 

intonation, was already mentioned in the previous section — as Okushi (1997) noted it was of 

importance in her findings, this is hypothesized to have a large effect on the possibility of plus-level 

shifts occurring, even more so in group A, where Okushi herself noted that intonation was key, than 

in both other groups. Another factor, that has of yet not been named before, is the inclusion of 

sentence-ending particles, as well as the choice of what specific type of particles. For example, the 

sentence-ending particles yo and ne, though neither has an equivalent in English, have different 

functions in conversation. While yo is used to mark information that is "expected to be new or 

controversial to the listener", ne is used to mark information that is "either already known to the 

listener or readily acceptable, and thus directs the addressee’s acceptance" (Saigo, 2006). This type 

of factor is hypothesized to have a significant effect on most individual conversations, as the 

interpretation of an utterance can change significantly with different sentence-ending particles, or 

with none at all — whether or not a more general effect is present would be the object of this future 

study. 
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Appendix A: The questionnaire
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