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Introduction

The labour market situation of Deaf
, deafened and hard of hearing people has never been robustly and systematically researched in the UK.  There are beliefs that these groups can be poorly served by public careers and employment services, can be restricted by service providers’ and employers’ assumptions about suitable work, may take jobs below their abilities, may earn less than hearing people and see restricted opportunities for job mobility and career progression.  In sum, it is believed that Deaf and hard of hearing people face multiple and cumulative disadvantages in accessing worthwhile jobs and pursuing careers.
This chapter reviews the research evidence in support of these beliefs about social exclusion from and within the labour market.
 Research taking deafness and employment as the sole or main focus is extremely rare in the UK, however, and some supporting evidence is drawn from research in the USA.

Labour market participation

Deaf and hard of hearing people are not a homogeneous group.  The great majority of hard of hearing people develop a hearing loss with increasing age and are likely to use residual hearing, amplification and lip-reading within everyday interactions.  An estimated 128,000 people in the UK under the age of 65 became ‘deafened’ as adults as a result of an accident or disease and often rely on lip-reading and text communication (RNID, 2000a).  It is thought that around 50,000 to 70,000 deaf people use British Sign Language (BSL) (RNID, 2000b), mostly people who were born deaf or became deaf in early childhood, and they generally identify with Deaf culture that they claim is both generated and promulgated through the use of BSL (Padden, 1980, Harris 1995).  

It is apparent that people who have been deaf from birth or early childhood, adults who become deafened and those who acquire partial hearing loss face barriers in the labour market which relate to differing communication requirements and the point at which hearing impairment occurs within the life course.  A few studies have focused on the employment experiences of some groups, notably young people and Deaf people.  However, large-scale surveys, notably the Labour Force Survey (LFS), unhelpfully mask the differences in communication requirements and histories of hearing impairment by using the catchall category ‘difficulty in hearing’.  

The LFS is the main national source of data on labour market participation.  Its accuracy is questionable because respondents are asked if they have any long-term ‘health problems or disabilities’ and only those who reply in the affirmative are asked to identify their problems from a list.  It is thus possible that deaf or hard of hearing people who do not see themselves as having a health problem or disability are excluded.  Many people who identify with Deaf culture do not consider that they are disabled, though may accept the label to gain social concessions (Padden and Humphries, 1988; Harris, 1995; Dye et al, 2001), and it is possible that people with partial hearing loss who have not received medical attention do not consider it to be a health problem.  Furthermore, the standard analyses of the LFS data are based on the ‘main’ condition as defined by the respondent, under-representing people with partial hearing loss who consider another health problem or ‘disability’ to be their main condition.  

As a result of these deficits, the LFS greatly under estimates the working age deaf and hard of hearing population.  Based on the spring 2002 LFS there is an estimated number of 127,000 people of working age in Great Britain whose main condition is ‘difficulty in hearing’ (Disability Rights Commission, 2002).  This estimate is in stark contrast to the RNID estimate of over 2.25 million deaf and hard of hearing men and women of working age in Great Britain (RNID, 2000a) which is based on the standard epidemiological source (Davis, 1995).  

Bearing in mind its shortcomings, analyses of the LFS have estimated the economic activity rate of people with ‘difficulty in hearing’ variously at ten and fifteen points below that of the general population (Sly et al, 1999; Twomey, 2001).  

Difficulty in finding employment

Research has tended to focus on issues of under-employment - limits on occupational choice, jobs below one’s potential, and limits to promotion - more than on barriers to obtaining employment.  

In 1999, RNID carried out a postal survey of Typetalk subscribers achieving a 12 per cent response rate (Bradshaw, 2002).  The report is based on responses from over a thousand people of working age, the majority describing themselves as ‘profoundly or severely deaf’.  It is hard to draw meaningful conclusions given the unrepresentative nature of the sample and the low response rate.  However, it is worth noting that despite having higher levels of qualification, the respondents’ employment rate was well below that of the general population.  Of particular interest is the strength of agreement to statements that deafness and hearing loss had prevented them from getting a job (70% of those answering the question) and that seeking work was a struggle because hearing people did not understand their communication requirements (68%).  

Early research in the USA indicated that economically active deaf people had more difficulty than hearing people in finding jobs.  Although labour force participation rates for deaf people and their qualification levels were approximate to those of the general population, deaf workers had consistently higher unemployment rates than the general population (Barnartt and Christiansen, 1985).  According to a summary by Boone and Long (1988), deaf women suffered 50% more unemployment than women in general and pre-vocationally deaf people had great difficulty in obtaining employment.  

Recent UK research on the demographics of the Deaf Community (Dye et al, 2000) indicates that Deaf people may be more likely to be employed than hearing people, but this finding is unreliable given deficiencies in the quota sampling method used.  Nevertheless, the authors conclude that it is likely that Deaf people do not have problems finding a job; rather it is likely that they have problems in finding the right job for their skills.  

Concentration in less skilled jobs

Two UK studies among Deaf people in the 1980s, reported by Kyle et al (1989), found that Deaf people tended to be concentrated in unskilled and semi-skilled jobs and relatively few were in positions with managerial or supervisory responsibility.  In a 1981 study of all members of the Deaf community living in the Avon area (Kyle and Allsop, 1982), among the 200 of working age just under half were in unskilled or semi-skilled jobs, and in a national study of over 200 deaf and partially-hearing people aged 21 to 25 the proportion was over six in ten (Kyle and Pullen, 1985).  

US research in the 1980s demonstrated that deaf workers were concentrated in blue-collar occupations, jobs characterised by low job security and little opportunity for advancement beyond entry level, and deaf women were much more disadvantaged than deaf men, typically choosing less skilled employment (Barnartt and Christiansen, 1985; Boone and Long, 1988).  

A study in the late 1990s interviewed 236 Deaf people aged 18 to 75 throughout the UK on a range of topics (Dye et al, 2000).  This study indicated a shift away from traditional manual trades but still under-representation of Deaf people in management and professional jobs.

In the 1980s, Kyle et al (1989) argued that part of the explanation for concentration in unskilled and semi-skilled jobs was the very low levels of qualifications and literacy among deaf school leavers, a problem in other developed countries as evidenced by a European Commission study (Jones and Pullen, 1990).  US research around the same time found that although the qualifications of deaf people were approximate to those of hearing people, pre-vocationally deaf people had lower levels of educational attainment than the general population (Barnartt and Christiansen, 1985; Boone and Long, 1988).  Barnartt (2004) found that by 1991 educational differences related to hearing status for both sexes had largely disappeared, but women regardless of hearing status and hearing men became overwhelmingly likely to be white collar workers, which was not true of deaf men.

In the UK more recently, Dye et al.  (2000) found Deaf people in their twenties were less likely to have a higher educational qualification than their hearing peers although nearly three-quarters of Deaf people aged 18-29 carried on into further or higher education.

Analysis of the LFS found the proportion of people whose main health problem or ‘disability’ was ‘difficulty in hearing’ with no educational qualifications to be higher than in the general population, and employed people with ‘difficulty in hearing’ more likely than hearing people to be in semi-skilled or unskilled jobs (RNID, 2000a).

Thwarted ambitions and jobs below abilities

The European Commission study of Deaf people’s employment, mentioned above, was carried out in 11 countries including the UK (Jones and Pullen, 1990).  It found evidence of occupational segregation in most countries, with clustering in certain trades.  The findings were based on interviews with 217 Deaf people and group discussions, with respondents recruited through national Deaf Associations.  The study reported thwarted ambition, with Deaf people rarely having the opportunity to follow the occupation of their choice, and the authors commented that jobs rarely reflected people’s evident abilities.  

As Kyle and colleagues (Kyle et al, 1989) point out, part of the difficulty stems from hearing people’s attitudes.  They demonstrated empirically that hearing people were much less likely than deaf people to think that deaf people could do certain specified jobs.  They cite evidence from the early 1980s (De Caro et al, 1982) that hearing people’s stereotypes prevented them from giving appropriate advice even when deaf people held appropriate qualifications.   Assumptions on the part of schools, colleges and careers services about the types of jobs deaf people can do are well documented in other research of the period (Sainsbury, 1986; Bannerman et al, 1989).  In the early 1990s, Harris (1995) interviewed 22 Deaf people in employment.  The fact that half were in manual jobs was found to be related to the types of advice given when choosing a career, effectively limiting options to a few narrow trades.  

Underemployment and limits to promotion

Underemployment emerged as a key issue in an enquiry into the employment of deaf people in 1987 (RNID, 1987).  Information was gathered via non-representative surveys: one mainly of people deaf from birth or early childhood, recruited through intermediaries and personal contacts; and the other of members of a national association of deafened people.  Respondents felt their jobs were boring, routine and unchallenging.  A common experience was feeling stuck in the job, unable to gain promotion with abilities unrecognised.  Social isolation and stress at work were widely reported.  

Limits to promotion are a key theme in the literature.  In one early UK study, 63% of a sample of over 200 deaf people thought promotion impossible, compared with 16% of a control group of hearing people (Kyle and Allsop, 1987, cited in Kyle et al, 1989).  The European Commission study (Jones and Pullen, 1990) found Deaf people’s promotion inhibited by ‘communication problems’.  A strong perception that promotion is less likely among deaf people was found more recently in the RNID 1999 postal survey of Typetalk users (Bradshaw, 2002).  Here, three in four of those who answered the question agreed to the statement that opportunities for promotion were less than hearing colleagues’.  

There is rather little evidence of the employment experiences of people who become hearing impaired in adulthood.  Kyle et al (1989), reviewing their own work, comment on the likelihood of early retirement and curtailment of career prospects, and a tendency for hard of hearing workers to accept positions they would not have taken before impairment.

Limited earnings and quality of working life
There is no sound information on relative earnings of deaf, hard of hearing and hearing workers but some pointers from two studies.  Respondents in the RNID survey cited (Bradshaw, 2002) had lower earnings from full-time work despite having higher qualification levels than the general population.  Dye et al (2002) found the salary difference between Deaf people in manual/unskilled and professional occupations to be less than would be expected, but Deaf non-manual and professional workers were found to earn little more than the national average for all workers.

There has been very little research into the quality of working life.  A 1980s study of 123 people aged 20 to 60 who acquired hearing loss in adult life (Jones et al, 1987) highlighted lowered expectations of the quality of life at work and anxiety that the job or social relationships might be jeopardised if the extent of hearing loss was uncovered.   

Employers’ assumptions and limited career options 

Occupational limitations and underemployment are often attributed to employers’ assumptions about deaf people’s abilities.  A small qualitative study for Derby City Council (Edwards et al, 2000) found Deaf people insisted that they had been discriminated against in seeking employment specifically because they were deaf, and they believed that prospective employers were ignorant about their capabilities and potential.  The main issue was underemployment.  Participants believed that employers and colleagues made unjustifiable assumptions and did not consider making adjustments to remove barriers.  Deaf people said that as a result they settled for jobs below their capabilities or even made a deliberate choice to move to a lesser status job to escape stress and risk to mental health.  The report recommended guidance and information to challenge employers’ and statutory agencies’ assumptions about abilities.  

In a qualitative study of the employment experiences of Deaf people, Harris (1995) suggested that employers work within set assumptions of what is, or is not, appropriate work for Deaf people to undertake.  Surveys of employers’ attitudes, within the framework of recruitment and retention of disabled people, provide some corroboration.  A 1994 survey for the Department of Employment (Dench et al, 1996) conducted telephone interviews with 1250 employing organisations with more than ten employees.  Only one in five respondents believed it would be possible to employ someone with ‘difficulty in hearing’ in every job in their organisation, and one in seven said it would be impossible to employ someone with difficulty in hearing in any job.  The main perceived barrier related to the unsuitable nature of the work, mainly because hearing was deemed essential but also because of safety implications.  

Dench et al (1996) commented on the disadvantages stemming from the increasing importance of customer service and emphasis placed on verbal/audio communication skills.  An earlier government-funded survey of the employment of disabled people (Morrell, 1990) had shown that employers prioritised ‘the ability to speak clearly and quickly’ and ‘good hearing’.  In the most recent government-funded research with employers about employing disabled people (Roberts et al, 2004) staff interviewed in case studies suggested that people with a severe hearing impairment would struggle in a communication role and felt that this significantly restricted employment options.
In a survey of disabled people’s labour market participation carried out for the (then) Department for Education and Employment  (DfEE) (Meager et al, 1998) one in four people of working age ‘with difficulty in hearing’ said they had experienced discrimination in the labour market for related reasons.  The findings point to the need for adaptations to overcome employment barriers.  Among the disabled people surveyed, by far the highest proportion of those requiring adaptations to the working environment was people with ‘difficulty in hearing’ (one in four).  

Access to employment services 

There is a dearth of robust evidence on the effectiveness of many of the interventions that can assist deaf and hard of hearing people into and in employment.  While there are some specialised services, mainly run by voluntary sector organisations, many government services available to deaf and hard of hearing people are designed for disabled people or unemployed people in general.  The Jobcentre Plus Access to Work programme is exceptional among government services in including provision for deaf people in the form of assistance with communicator support at interview and on the job.  

There is considerable anecdotal evidence that deaf and hard of hearing people face barriers to service provision and believe services are insufficiently tailored to their requirements.  Only a few studies have examined issues of access to any public services by deaf and hard of hearing people, and generally hard of hearing people’s service requirements are poorly understood (Harris and Bamford, 2001).  

A report of a consultation meeting convened for the (then) DfEE to identify barriers facing disabled people in government services (Grass Roots Group, 2001) elicited the views of Deaf and deafened people on employment and training.  The group emphasised unmet communication requirements in accessing services - an issue that has emerged in other studies (RNIB, 1987; Edwards et al., 2000; Bradshaw, 2002).  The DfEE consultation also found that deaf and hard of hearing people experience difficulties in accessing uncoordinated agencies with widely different standards.  These points are supported by Harris and Bamford’s (2001) study of deaf and hard of hearing people’s access to services which found both groups face problems in employment situations in accessing assistive devices and dealing with the bureaucracy surrounding the divisions between social and health services.  

There are some indications that deaf and hard of hearing people are not well represented among users of government initiatives.  The evaluation of the New Deal for Disabled People Personal Adviser pilot, for eligible people in receipt of incapacity benefits, found only 2% of participants surveyed cited ‘difficulty with hearing or speech’ as their main impairment (Loumidis et al, 2001).  

There are also limited research findings on the appropriateness of services.  A large scale representative survey of users’ views of Access to Work (Thornton et al, 2001) found users with a hearing impairment most likely to say that Access to Work did not meet their requirements and most likely to question its usefulness.  

Conclusion

Deaf, deafened and hard of hearing people face considerable barriers to full labour market participation.  While in the UK there is a lack of robust research evidence concerning their labour market participation, evidence pieced together reveals lower employment and higher underemployment than hearing people and a concentration in less skilled jobs.  It appears that they tend to take jobs below their qualification levels and abilities, earn less than hearing people and face restricted opportunities for job mobility and career progression.  These disadvantages can be compounded by poor advice on careers thought suitable for deaf and hard of hearing people, discriminatory attitudes on the part of employers and problems in accessing employment services.  The picture that emerges is one of social exclusion and thwarted ambitions.

In the light of the severity of these issues and their evident entrenched nature, there is quite a considerable way to go before it could be claimed that deaf and hard of hearing people experience equal access to employment.
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�  ‘Deaf’ with an upper case ‘D’ denotes people who consider themselves to belong to a cultural and linguistic minority group which uses sign language as its first or preferred language.  In reporting research we replicate the authors’ terms.  


�  This chapter draws on work commissioned by RNID and carried out by the authors.  
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