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1 in 8 people of working age have some form 
of hearing loss. They are also more likely to be 
unemployed, face daily challenges at work due to a 
lack of support, and be at risk of early retirement. 

RNID’s objective is to help more of our communities access rewarding 
employment.

Previous RNID research (2018)1 has shown that almost half of the respondents 
with hearing loss said that their employers had not made reasonable 
adjustments for them at work, a common reason given for this is that their 
employers and colleagues do not have knowledge about how to help them. 

Employers play a key role in improving the experiences of people who are deaf, 
or have hearing loss or tinnitus at work. However, our previous research (2018)1 
has shown that business leaders report a lack of support or advice available 
to them about employing someone with hearing loss and that they do not feel 
well-equipped or confident in this area.

This report sets out our latest insights into the key gaps in knowledge and 
support for employers in effectively managing and developing staff with hearing 
loss.  

We will use this insight and evidence to provide employers with the resources, 
skills and confidence they need to create welcoming and inclusive workplaces 
for people who are deaf, have hearing loss or tinnitus.

1 RNID (2018) Working for Change



Methodology
To understand more about the needs of employers, in order to shape 
the resources we want to create, we carried out two insight-gathering 
exercises in 2022.

	 1. Roundtable discussions with senior business leaders
	 We hosted three roundtable events with a total of 28 large companies, 
	 engaging with Chief Executives, Chief Operating Officers and HR leaders. 
	 These events took place in July, September and November 2022 and focussed 
	 on three areas: awareness of hearing loss, organisation’s approaches to 
	 hearing loss at work, and what RNID could do to support them.
 
	 2. Online survey of operational managers
	 We carried out a detailed online survey of people who recruit, line manage or  
	 supervise staff, asking about the gaps in their knowledge and confidence  
	 around hearing loss in the workplace. The survey ran from October to  
	 December 2022 and received 211 responses from the public, private and  
	 voluntary sectors across the UK.

Key themes
Theme 1: Lack of disclosure of hearing loss in the workplace 
makes it difficult to address

The issue of disclosure featured heavily in the roundtable discussions. 
The senior leaders we spoke to were very concerned that the levels of staff 
formally disclosing a hearing loss were very low, compared to the suggested 
prevalence rates. 

This raised concerns around the potential levels of hearing loss that are currently 
hidden in their organisations meaning employers cannot quantify the scale of 
the problem.

Conversely, the majority of respondents to our survey (67%) believe that people 
would feel comfortable disclosing their hearing loss in their organisations and 
would know who to talk to about their hearing loss (61%). 

The disparity here between line managers 
who believe that disclosure would not 
be difficult to achieve, and the feedback 
from senior leaders that disclosure rates 
are commonly very low, suggests that 
the barriers to disclosure are not clearly 
understood at an operational level. 

Employers 
cannot 
quantify the 
scale of the 
problem
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We discussed possible barriers to disclosure at the roundtables, which included:
	 •	 How, when and if the question is asked.
	 •	 A potential lack of trust - that disclosure of a hearing loss may be viewed  
		  negatively by employers.  
	 •	 The stigma associated with hearing loss and personal challenges in 
		  self-identification.

The conversation also demonstrated the importance of building a foundation of trust 
so that employees feel comfortable and confident sharing their information, while 
also ensuring they understand how the data they disclose will be used.

The senior leaders were keen to find ways to support their staff to ‘bring their whole 
selves’ to work, and to put in place measures to encourage disclosure and acceptance 
of hearing loss for both the individual and their organisation.

Theme 2: Role-modelling by senior leaders is critical

The roundtable feedback demonstrated that senior leaders are critical in 
role-modelling positive acceptance of hearing loss at work.

Open discussion at a senior level helps to build a culture of openness and sends a 
strong message to employees that hearing loss at work is not a barrier to career 
progression.

In organisations where senior leaders openly discuss their own hearing loss, 
employees were said to be more willing to share their experiences, although often in 
an informal way, through staff information sessions and employee resource groups.

One organisation previously had very low disability disclosure rates, but having visible 
and vocal role models increased their disclosure rates to nearly 90% for disability 
across the workforce.  

However, in our survey less than a third (32%) of respondents said their organisation 
encourages open discussions around hearing loss.  

During roundtable discussions, one 
organisation told us that none of their 270 
senior managers had disclosed a disability.

By encouraging more openness about 
hearing loss at work, particularly among 
senior leaders, more employees may come 
forward to get the support they need.

of respondents 
said their 

organisation encourages 
open discussions around 
hearing loss.  

32%
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Theme 3: Lack of confidence among line managers prevents 
action from being taken

The role of line managers is becoming ever more complex, as they need to 
be able to navigate and support diversity and inclusion issues within their 
teams. The senior leaders at the roundtable discussions spoke about a sense 
of ‘overwhelm’ among line managers in managing this complexity. They 
recognise a lack of confidence among line managers in how to effectively 
manage someone with hearing loss, and in particular, a nervousness around 
having conversations about hearing loss and the correct language to use.

Over a quarter of survey respondents (27%) 
did not feel knowledgeable about hearing loss. 
This lack of knowledge was also evident in the 
roundtable discussions where many of the 
senior leaders were surprised by the prevalence 
of hearing loss in our society and were 
unaware of the economic and personal impacts 
evidenced by research.

One-third of survey respondents reported that they did not feel confident 
that they could communicate well with someone with hearing loss, and 
this number increased to 76% that did not feel confident in communicating 
with someone who uses British Sign 
Language [BSL].

The senior leaders we spoke to 
emphasised that managers need 
simple, practical information to 
effectively support their employees, 
given their busy and complex roles.

Theme 4: Organisations need a range of support to achieve 
results 

The prevalence of hearing loss increases with age. An ageing population 
coupled with an increasing pension age, will inevitably mean there will be more 
people with hearing loss in the workplace in the future. Only around a quarter of 
survey respondents felt their organisation is currently well-equipped to enable 
staff with hearing loss to thrive in the workplace as they get older.

Only half of the survey respondents said their organisation offers workplace 
adjustments to people with hearing loss, such as assistive technologies.
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Only 18% of survey respondents had 
received any specific training on how 
to support/manage someone who has 
hearing loss. 

However, the survey demonstrated a 
clear demand for training on British Sign 
Language and Deaf Awareness. It was 
suggested that training could be integrated 
into the onboarding process to help foster an open culture around hearing loss.

Nearly a third of respondents (30%) reported they would not know where to 
go to get advice about employing someone with hearing loss. Over half of the 
survey respondents would turn to specialist charities for advice (56%), and 
nearly half said they would contact their own HR department for support (49%).

There is an appetite for information and guidance on how to improve 
communication about hearing loss in organisations. This includes technology 
and assistive devices, how to manage someone with hearing loss, appropriate 
language to use, and reasonable adjustments to consider, as well as information 
about the Government’s Access to Work scheme.
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Recommendations:
•	 Employees need encouragement and support to talk about hearing loss  
	 at work. They need to be clear on how personal information will be used.  
	 A supportive and inclusive culture will build trust that disclosing a  
	 hearing loss will benefit them. Opening up discussions on hearing loss  
	 in the workplace and encouraging staff to look after their hearing health  
	 will make it easier for them to disclose. 

•	 Senior leaders need to lead by example and feel confident disclosing a  
	 hearing loss and discuss it openly. Organisations should provide  
	 opportunities for senior leaders to speak about their experiences for the  
	 benefit of all staff.

•	 There is a need for simple, practical advice and guidance to help managers  
	 to have the confidence to initiate conversations and build from there. Line  
	 managers need information on deafness, hearing loss and tinnitus, and  
	 how to communicate effectively. 
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Conclusions
Managing hearing loss in the workplace is not only about implementing practical 
processes and practices such as enabling captions on video calls, and having a 
system to record adjustments, or to book communication support.

It is also about the need to support staff to identify and accept their hearing loss, 
to encourage a culture of openness where people feel comfortable to discuss 
it, where senior leaders role model positive acceptance, and managers can be 
confident having these conversations through increased knowledge.

Employers need to embrace both aspects if they wish to create truly inclusive 
workplaces for deaf people and those with hearing loss and tinnitus. Implementing 
inclusive practices not only benefits staff that have a hearing loss, but improves 
accessibility for everyone in the organisation, increases productivity, improves staff 
engagement, grows innovation and develops better customer insights. 

RNID will use this insight to develop resources and support for employers to 
improve the experiences of deaf people and those with hearing loss and tinnitus 
at work.

•	 Employers should consider different ways to raise awareness of hearing  
	 loss in their organisations for all staff, to educate and inform their line  
	 managers on the practical changes they can make, and to develop  
	 expertise in HR departments. This can include training courses on deaf  
	 awareness and BSL, information resources on best practice and examples  
	 of practical solutions, clear policies and procedures for recording and  
	 implementing adjustments, and ensuring hearing loss is factored into  
	 workforce planning for the future.
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We’re RNID, the national charity supporting the 
12 million people in the UK who are deaf, have 
hearing loss or tinnitus.
With our communities and partners, we’re focusing our attention on 4 key 
areas:

Inclusion: Deaf people and those who have hearing loss and 
tinnitus should enjoy access to the same information, spaces and 
services as anyone else. That’s not the case right now. We’ll work 

to make life fully inclusive for our communities, and transform public 
understanding and attitudes in the process.

Health: Looking after your hearing health needs to be high on the 
national agenda. We’ll help people identify their hearing loss early 
on, and help them to take action sooner. We’ll make sure everyone 

can get the benefits of high quality audiology care and treatments (such as 
hearing aids) when they need them. And we want to remove the barriers 
deaf people face in getting access to healthcare of all kinds.

Research: We want to help more medical researchers discover 
and develop new treatments for hearing loss and tinnitus so 
we see a step-change in what’s possible. We want to involve our 

communities and help them demand better treatments.

Employment: 1 in 8 working-age people in the UK have hearing 
loss. That’s a huge amount of talent and skill that’s all-too-often 
left unused by employers. We’ll help leaders understand how to 

recruit and support people in their organisations, and help them excel when 
they get there.


