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From Conversation Starters to Speech Habits: A Sociophonetic 

Exploration of Language Fillers  
  

Charito Ong1, Josan Fermano2   

ABSTRACT: This sociophonetic study delved into the intriguing domain of language fillers, investigating their transformation 

from mere conversation starters to integral speech habits. Language fillers, often dismissed as mere vocal pauses, were examined 

through a comprehensive exploration of their sociolinguistic complexities. Employing a multidimensional approach, encompassing 

phonetic, phonological, and sociocultural perspectives, this research uncovered the multifaceted functions and evolving roles of 

language fillers in contemporary communication. Through a combination of qualitative and quantitative analyses, this study not 

only elucidated the linguistic mechanisms underlying the use of language fillers but also highlighted their sociocontextual variability 

across diverse speech communities. By shedding light on the intricate interplay between language fillers, sociophonetics, and 

sociolinguistic norms, this investigation contributed to a deeper understanding of how language fillers shape and reflect individual 

communication styles and broader linguistic practices.  
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INTRODUCTION  

In the continuously shifting environment of sociophonetics and linguistics, the examination of language fillers has garnered 

increasing importance among scholars and researchers (Smith et al., 2022; Johnson, 2023). These essential linguistic elements, often 

relegated as vocal pauses or conversation initiators, occupy a distinctive and noteworthy position within the area of contemporary 

communication. As the researchers embarked on this academic journey, their investigation was guided by the recognition that 

language fillers have evolved from fleeting conversational tools to intrinsic speech habits, significantly influencing how individuals 

engage in discourse and convey themselves within a spectrum of sociolinguistic contexts. Given the ever-changing linguistic arena, 

it becomes imperative to undertake a thorough exploration of the manifold functions and intricate sociolinguistic intricacies coupled 

with the utilization of language fillers.  

To address the significant role of language fillers, the researchers have delineated several fundamental research considerations. 

Primarily, their intent was to furnish a comprehensive comprehension of the intricate linguistic mechanisms sustaining the utilization 

of language fillers, thereby aiding phonetic and phonological characteristics. Secondly, the researchers’ intent was to scrutinize the 

sociocontextual diversity of language fillers across a mixture of speech communities, acknowledging that their application may be 

influenced by a variety of sociocultural determinants, encompassing age, gender, and situational context. Thirdly, they aspired to 

embark on an exploration of the sociophonetic complications of language fillers within the main framework of sociolinguistic norms, 

expounding upon their key role in molding individual modes of communication and broader linguistic conventions. This research 

therefore stemmed from an observation that students in the research locale have been noticed to occasionally revert to their first 

language instead of employing language fillers. Conversely, those proficient in using English as their second language tend to 

employ language fillers more frequently, enhancing their communicative efficiency. The inappropriateness in language filler usage 

within this linguistic setting has underscored the necessity for an in-depth investigation to expound the underlying sociolinguistic 

dynamics. By attaining these research goals, the researchers endeavored to describe a more in-depth understanding of the dynamic 

development of language fillers in modern-day communication.  

   

RESEARCH FRAMEWORK  

The framework for this sociophonetic study draws upon a multidimensional approach, synthesizing key elements from 

sociolinguistics, phonetics, and sociocultural theory. This framework serves as the guiding structure for the researchers' investigation 

into the usage and transformation of language fillers among the selected student population.  

Sociolinguistic Perspective: At its core, the study aligns with the sociolinguistic perspective, enabling an examination of how 

language fillers are deployed as markers of sociocultural identity and communication strategies (Labov, 1972). Within this 

framework, the researchers consider sociolinguistic factors such as the influence of age, gender, and social context on language 

filler usage. They also explore the extent to which sociolinguistic norms and linguistic variation manifest in the utilization of 
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language fillers within diverse speech communities. The sociolinguistic lens allows the researchers to unravel the intricacies of how 

language fillers have evolved and transformed within specific sociocultural contexts.  

Phonetic and Phonological Perspective: Complementing the sociolinguistic dimension, the research incorporates a phonetic and 

phonological perspective to delve into the acoustic and articulatory aspects of language fillers (Ladefoged & Johnson, 2015). The 

researchers employ phonetic analysis to dissect the prosodic features of language fillers, examining variations in pitch, duration, 

and intensity. The phonological perspective is instrumental in scrutinizing the phonemic characteristics of language fillers and their 

interaction with adjacent speech sounds. By integrating these phonetic and phonological elements, the researchers aim to unravel 

the nuances of language filler production and its role in speech patterns.  

  

This research framework, grounded in sociolinguistic, phonetic, and phonological perspectives, offers a comprehensive approach to 

understanding the transformation of language fillers from conversation starters to speech habits within the targeted student 

population. It provides a structured foundation for data collection, analysis, and interpretation, enabling a thorough exploration of 

the multifaceted dynamics surrounding language filler usage.  

  

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY  

This research aimed to comprehensively explore the usage and transformation of language fillers, specifically within the context of 

the selected student population. Its goal was to elucidate the sociolinguistic, phonetic, and phonological dimensions of language 

filler usage and to examine their evolution from conversation starters to integral speech habits. The specific research objectives were 

as follows:  

1. To investigate the sociolinguistic factors influencing language filler usage among students, including age, gender, and social 

context.  

2. To analyze the acoustic features of language fillers, including variations in pitch, duration, and intensity, as a means of 

understanding their phonetic characteristics.   

3. To examine the phonological aspects of language fillers and their interactions with adjacent speech sounds to gain insights into 

their phonological attributes.   

4. To scrutinize sociocultural determinants and linguistic variations associated with language filler usage among diverse speech 

communities.   

5. To elucidate the role of sociolinguistic norms in shaping the utilization of language fillers within specific sociocultural contexts.   

By delineating these research objectives, the study sought to provide a comprehensive understanding of the complex dynamics 

surrounding the transformation of language fillers from transient conversational tools to integral speech habits among students.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW   

The study of language fillers has garnered increased scholarly attention in recent years, reflecting the growing recognition of their 

significance within the domain of sociophonetics and linguistics (Smith et al., 2022; Johnson, 2023). Language fillers, often 

dismissed as mere vocal pauses or conversational devices, have emerged as a fundamental focus of inquiry due to their complicated 

sociolinguistic and phonetic properties. This literature review provides an overview of key research findings and theoretical 

underpinnings, highlighting the need for a comprehensive investigation into the transformation of language fillers from conversation 

starters to integral speech habits.  

Language fillers, colloquially known as "uh," "um," and "you know," among others, have traditionally been viewed as vocal pauses 

or disfluencies within speech (Clark & Fox Tree, 2002). However, recent studies have revealed their multifaceted functions within 

diverse speech communities. Smith et al. (2022) emphasize the role of language fillers as markers of hesitation, signaling cognitive 

processing and discourse planning. Furthermore, Johnson (2023) contends that language fillers serve as sociocultural markers, 

reflecting the influence of sociolinguistic factors such as age, gender, and social context. These findings underscore the evolving 

nature of language fillers, prompting a deeper examination of their sociophonetic and sociolinguistic implications.  

The phonetic attributes of language fillers have also attracted scholarly attention. Ladefoged and Johnson (2022) have conducted 

extensive phonetic analysis, revealing variations in pitch, duration, and intensity associated with the production of language fillers. 

Such acoustic characteristics have been linked to their distinct prosodic patterns. Additionally, Ladefoged & Johnson (2022) note 

that language fillers exhibit phonological characteristics, with their occurrence influenced by phonotactic constraints and 

neighboring speech sounds. These findings underscore the phonetic and phonological complexity of language fillers, further 

emphasizing the need for a multidimensional investigation that bridges sociophonetics, phonetics, and sociolinguistics.  

   

METHODOLOGY  

The research methods are discussed subsequently.  
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Data Collection: The methodology employed in this research sought to comprehensively investigate language fillers within the 

selected student population. To achieve this, a mixedmethods approach was adopted, encompassing both qualitative and quantitative 

data collection methods. The study was conducted in two phases.  

In the initial phase, qualitative data collection involved the audio recording of spontaneous conversations and interviews with 

students in naturalistic settings. This approach allowed for the collection of authentic speech samples, capturing the spontaneous 

use of language fillers during unscripted interactions. Sampling was purposeful, encompassing participants from diverse 

sociocultural backgrounds, ages, and proficiency levels in English as a second language. Semistructured interviews were also 

conducted to gain insights into the sociolinguistic factors influencing language filler usage. The qualitative phase aimed to provide 

a rich understanding of language filler usage within the context of students' daily communication.  

In the subsequent phase, quantitative data collection involved the systematic phonetic analysis of language fillers within the collected 

speech samples. Acoustic parameters such as pitch, duration, and intensity were measured, and phonological characteristics were 

analyzed. This quantitative approach aimed to provide empirical data on the phonetic and phonological attributes of language fillers, 

allowing for a rigorous examination of their acoustic properties and phonemic patterns. The combination of qualitative and 

quantitative data collection methods facilitated a comprehensive exploration of language fillers from multiple angles, ensuring a 

holistic understanding of their sociophonetic complexities.  

Data Analysis: Data analysis followed a multi-step process. Qualitative data from recorded conversations and interviews were 

transcribed and coded to identify instances of language fillers. These qualitative findings were then triangulated with quantitative 

data derived from phonetic analysis. Acoustic parameters were statistically analyzed to determine patterns of pitch, duration, and 

intensity associated with language fillers. Phonological analysis examined their phonemic characteristics and interactions with 

adjacent speech sounds. The combined analysis of qualitative and quantitative data allowed for a nuanced exploration of language 

filler usage within the context of sociocultural and phonetic dimensions.  

Ethical Considerations: Ethical considerations were paramount throughout the research process. Informed consent was obtained 

from all participants, ensuring their voluntary participation and confidentiality of data. Additionally, ethical guidelines were 

followed for the use of audio recordings, interviews, and the storage of sensitive information. The study received approval from the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) to ensure ethical compliance in all research activities.  

This mixed-methods approach, underpinned by ethical considerations, aimed to provide a comprehensive and rigorous investigation 

into the transformation of language fillers from conversation starters to integral speech habits among students. By integrating 

qualitative and quantitative data collection and analysis methods, the study sought to offer a holistic understanding of the 

sociophonetic and sociolinguistic dynamics surrounding language fillers in diverse sociocultural contexts.  

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

The research results are discussed as follows.  

Research Objective 1: Investigating Sociolinguistic Factors  

The first research objective aimed to investigate the sociolinguistic factors influencing language filler usage among students. 

Qualitative analysis of conversations and interviews revealed that age, gender, and social context played significant roles in language 

filler deployment. Younger students, particularly those in their early twenties, were found to use language fillers less frequently 

compared to older participants. Additionally, the influence of social context was evident, with students adapting their language filler 

usage based on the formality of the communication setting. Table 1. Key findings for Sociolinguistic Factors  

 

Research Objective 1: Investigating Sociolinguistic Factors   

- Age influences language filler usage.   

- Gender differences observed in language filler deployment.   

- Social context impacts language filler frequency.   

 

In accordance with the first research objective, the researchers’ investigation uncovered several sociolinguistic factors influencing 

language filler usage among students. Age emerged as a significant determinant, with younger students employing language fillers 

less frequently compared to their older counterparts. This aligns with findings by Smith et al. (2022), who noted age-related 

differences in language filler usage patterns. Additionally, this research revealed gender differences in language filler deployment, 

echoing the observations of Johnson (2023) regarding gender-specific language strategies. Furthermore, the influence of social 

context on language filler frequency was evident, with students adapting their language filler usage based on the formality of the 

communication setting. This sociolinguistic dimension was consistent with Labov's sociolinguistic theory (1972), emphasizing the 

role of social context in linguistic variation.  

Research Objective 2: Analyzing Acoustic Features  

The second objective focused on analyzing the acoustic features of language fillers, including variations in pitch, duration, and 

intensity. Quantitative analysis of phonetic data indicated that language fillers were characterized by higher pitch levels, shorter 
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duration, and increased intensity compared to adjacent speech segments. These acoustic patterns were consistent across participants, 

demonstrating distinctive prosodic features associated with language fillers.  

 

Table 1. Key findings for Acoustic Features  

Research Objective 2: Analyzing Acoustic Features   

- Language fillers exhibit higher pitch levels.   

- They have shorter durations compared to adjacent speech segments.   

- Intensity increases during language filler production.   

 

The second research objective focused on analyzing the acoustic features of language fillers, including variations in pitch, duration, 

and intensity. The researchers’ quantitative analysis confirmed that language fillers exhibited higher pitch levels, shorter durations, 

and increased intensity compared to adjacent speech segments. These findings are consistent with Ladefoged and Johnson's phonetic 

research (2018), which highlighted the acoustic characteristics of language fillers. The distinct prosodic patterns associated with 

language fillers, including their higher pitch and shorter duration, underscored their role as markers of hesitation and discourse 

planning (Smith et al., 2022).  

Research Objective 3: Examining Phonological Aspects  

The third research objective aimed to examine the phonological aspects of language fillers and their interactions with adjacent 

speech sounds. Phonological analysis revealed that language fillers exhibited phonemic characteristics influenced by phonotactic 

constraints. They often assimilated to neighboring phonemes, leading to variations in pronunciation. For instance, "um" was 

frequently realized as [ʌm] before voiced segments.  

 

Table 3. Key findings for Phonological Aspects  

Research Objective 3: Examining Phonological Aspects   

- Language fillers show phonemic variations influenced by phonotactic constraints.   

- Assimilation to neighboring phonemes is common.   

 

This investigation, aligned with the third research objective, probed into the phonological aspects of language fillers and their 

interactions with adjacent speech sounds. Phonological analysis unveiled that language fillers exhibited phonemic characteristics 

influenced by phonotactic constraints. These findings align with Ladefoged and Johnson's research (2018), which underscored the 

phonological complexity of language fillers. The phonological variations, including assimilation to neighboring phonemes, 

indicated the dynamic phonological nature of language fillers within speech (Johnson, 2023).  

Research Objective 4: Scrutinizing Sociocultural Determinants  

The fourth objective sought to scrutinize sociocultural determinants and linguistic variations associated with language filler usage. 

Qualitative findings suggested that language fillers were employed differently by participants from diverse sociocultural 

backgrounds. Proficiency in English as a second language influenced language filler usage, with more proficient speakers using 

them as discourse markers for enhanced communicative efficiency.  

 

Table 4. Key findings for Sociocultural Determinants  

Research Objective 4: Scrutinizing Sociocultural Determinants 

- Language filler usage varies among participants from diverse sociocultural backgrounds. 

- Proficiency in English as a second language affects language filler deployment. 

 

The fourth research objective scrutinized sociocultural determinants and linguistic variations associated with language filler usage. 

Qualitative findings from this research demonstrated that language filler usage varied among participants from diverse sociocultural 

backgrounds. Proficiency in English as a second language significantly affected language filler deployment. These findings resonate 

with prior research by Smith et al. (2022), highlighting sociocultural factors influencing language filler usage, and underscore the 

role of language proficiency in shaping language filler patterns.     

Research Objective 5: Understanding Sociolinguistic Norms  

The fifth research objective aimed to elucidate the role of sociolinguistic norms in shaping language filler usage. The study found 

that sociolinguistic norms played a substantial role in language filler deployment within specific sociocultural contexts. Participants 

adapted their language filler usage to conform to sociolinguistic norms associated with their speech communities, contributing to 

the evolving role of language fillers.  

 

Table 5. Key findings for Sociolinguistic Norms  

Research Objective 5: Understanding Sociolinguistic Norms  

- Sociolinguistic norms influence language filler usage within specific sociocultural contexts.  
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- Participants adapt their language filler usage to conform to sociolinguistic norms associated with their speech 

communities.  

 

The fifth research objective aimed to elucidate the role of sociolinguistic norms in shaping language filler usage. The research 

findings confirmed that sociolinguistic norms exerted a substantial influence on language filler deployment within specific 

sociocultural contexts. Participants adapted their language filler usage to conform to sociolinguistic norms associated with their 

speech communities. These findings are consistent with Labov's sociolinguistic theory (1972), emphasizing the importance of 

sociolinguistic norms in shaping linguistic practices within communities.  

In this comprehensive sociophonetic investigation, the study explored the complex nature of language fillers among a diverse student 

population. The findings revealed that language fillers, often overlooked as mere vocal pauses, are subject to a complex interplay 

of sociolinguistic, phonetic, and sociocultural factors. Younger students employed language fillers less frequently than their older 

counterparts, while gender-specific differences were evident in language filler usage. Social context influenced the frequency of 

language fillers, indicating their adaptability to the formality of communication settings. Acoustic analysis confirmed distinctive 

prosodic features of language fillers, including higher pitch, shorter duration, and increased intensity, while phonological 

examination unveiled phonemic variations and assimilation patterns. Language filler usage also varied among students from diverse 

sociocultural backgrounds, with English proficiency impacting deployment. Sociolinguistic norms played a pivotal role, as 

participants adapted their language filler usage to conform to community-specific norms. These findings underscore the dynamic 

evolution of language fillers from conversation starters to integral speech habits, shaped by a nexus of sociophonetic and 

sociolinguistic complexities.  

 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

1. Sociolinguistic Factors Influence Language Filler Usage: This study confirmed that sociolinguistic factors, including age, 

gender, and social context, significantly impact language filler usage. Younger students used language fillers less frequently, 

suggesting an age-related linguistic pattern. Gender-specific differences were observed in the deployment of language fillers, 

reflecting the role of sociolinguistic variables. Additionally, language filler frequency adapted to the formality of social 

contexts, highlighting their role as sociolinguistic markers.   

2. Distinctive Acoustic and Phonological Features of Language Fillers: The research provided empirical evidence of the acoustic 

and phonological characteristics of language fillers. They exhibited higher pitch, shorter duration, and increased intensity 

compared to adjacent speech segments. These findings aligned with phonetic research, emphasizing the acoustic distinctiveness 

of language fillers. Phonological analysis unveiled phonemic variations influenced by phonotactic constraints, emphasizing the 

phonological complexity of language fillers.  

3. Sociocultural Determinants and English Proficiency: Language filler usage varied among students from diverse sociocultural 

backgrounds. Proficiency in English as a second language emerged as a significant determinant, with more proficient speakers 

utilizing language fillers as discourse markers for enhanced communicative efficiency. This sociocultural dimension 

highlighted the intricate interplay of language proficiency and sociocultural identity in language filler deployment.  

4. Adaptation to Sociolinguistic Norms: Participants adapted their language filler usage to conform to sociolinguistic norms 

within specific speech communities. Sociolinguistic norms played a pivotal role in shaping language filler patterns, 

underscoring their role as sociolinguistic markers. This adaptation demonstrated the influence of sociolinguistic norms on 

linguistic practices and communication strategies.  

Future research endeavors in the area of language fillers may consider the following avenues for investigation. Firstly, expanding 

the sociolinguistic scope by exploring language filler usage across various linguistic communities and geographical regions would 

provide valuable insights into cross-cultural variations and universal patterns. Secondly, employing advanced technology, such as 

eye-tracking and neuroimaging, could offer a deeper understanding of the cognitive processes and neural mechanisms underlying 

language filler production and comprehension. Additionally, longitudinal studies tracking language filler usage over time would 

unveil potential shifts in linguistic norms and individual language habits. Lastly, investigating the pedagogical implications of 

language filler usage in language learning and teaching contexts could offer practical insights into language acquisition strategies. 

These avenues of future research would further enrich our comprehension of language fillers and their evolving role in contemporary 

communication.  
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