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Honorific Expressions in the Japanese Service Industry:
A Sociolinguistic Analysis

Miyuki Hatori

Abstract

In contemporary Japan, honorific expressions used in the service industry play a significant role that
goes beyond mere politeness or protocol. They actively shape interpersonal relationships and the
atmosphere of each interaction. For non-native speakers working in customer service, mastering
honorifics presents a considerable challenge that often leads to difficulties in communication. This
study, therefore, investigates actual honorific language use in Japanese service workplaces from a
sociolinguistic perspective, based on the guidelines issued by the Council of Cultural Affairs. Results
show that only a limited number of set honorific forms are employed regularly in practice, and complex
or highly varied honorific expressions are rarely found in real customer service interactions. Moving
forward, the research aims to deepen understanding and contribute to the development of effective
educational programs and materials to support non-native service staff in acquiring appropriate honorific

Japanese.

Keywords: Honorific language, Service interaction context, Sociolinguistics,

Guidelines for Honorific Language, Mutual respect, Self-expression



