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This paper examines how women over 70 years of age in Japan converse with friends
of the same sex in informal situations. The focus of the analysis lies in gaining an
understanding of some of the typical conversational styles displayed during these
interactions.

Since the 1970s, several research studies focusing on communication between elderly
people have been conducted in Europe and the United States. However, most of the
research has been restricted to “topics such as the formal elements of elderly speech,
depictions of the elderly in the mass media, and their decremental loss of cognitive and
physical abilities” (Taylor 1992: 493). Furthermore, these studies have not considered
gender differences between the participants.

In contrast, few studies on communication between elderly people have been carried
out in Japan. Nonetheless, the elderly people in Japan are generally believed to be less
competent in communication compared to the younger generation. For instance, the
speech of elderly people is said to be self-centered and one-sided and lacking in
consideration for others. Moreover, their speech is also considered to be long-winded and
repetitive.

My study focused on whether elderly people are in fact incompetent in
communication. I aimed to reveal the characteristics of the interaction between elderly
women in Japan by analyzing their conversations. For this study, the subjects of the
investigation were women of ages ranging from 70 to 80 years. I asked each one of them to
pair up with a friend so that their behavior could be somewhat natural in spite of the
experimental setting.

To clarify the context in which the interactions occurred, a qualitative approach was
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chosen as the method of analysis. Further, I incorporated the key concepts of interactional
sociolinguistics in analyzing the data.

During the interactions, some interesting findings were observed. Coates
(1996/1997) finds two phenomena to be characteristic of the conversational speech
between women friends: “jointly constructed utterances” and “overlapping speech.” By
using these linguistic devices, the participants in the current study constructed “a
collaborative floor.” Contrary to the fact that many elderly people are believed to be self-
centered, the participants in the study also employed these strategies collaboratively in
their conversations.

The results of the analysis clearly show that the communicative competence of
Japanese elderly women is not on the decline. On the contrary, they are very competent at

interacting with each other and are able to collaboratively engage in conversation.
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1% %55% | (jointly constructed utterances) %[ 4 — /35— F v 7§ % 2 ¥ —F | (overlapping
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EEZ, BRIBTALZAMBEROD ) FERTHDELDEERLTWS (Coates
1996: 286) o

? Tannen (1984: 834) BV TH, TN IR AE—F %W A+ —/N—5 v 7 (cooperative
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IN=LLTOEHEBEIIESELTT, TORFATANDOLHHE2ITI 2 LT b,
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