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Employers ‘routinely discriminating against stammerers’
Employers are routinely discriminating against people who stammer, rejecting them
because of concerns about possible negative reactions from customers or team
members, new research suggests.
A study by Dr Clare Butler, of Newcastle University Business School, published in
the journal Work, Employment and Society says that people who stammer experience
widespread prejudice in the jobs market.
Thirty-six men from England and Wales, ranging in age from 21 to 65 years, were
interviewed and all reported routine discrimination. Some had been immediately
rejected at interviews because of their stammer and others could only find jobs where
they were over-qualified.
Dr Butler said two-thirds of those who were successful in gaining employment
believed they were appointed because “the nature of the job meant no-one else would
stick it, which often indicated a lonely or repetitive job”. As a result, the men often
described their workplace experiences as “mindless” or “frustrating”.
“Many participants were told not only of their mismatch for the specifics of the job or
the likelihood of a detrimental impact on customers, but also of the possible negative
impact on team dynamics if they were appointed,” said Dr Butler.
One man in his 20s who applied for an administrative post described to her how his
interviewer told him “to go and look for something more suitable. He said that office
work was definitely not for me because I wouldn’t be able to get on with people in the
office because they work hard but they also have a laugh and I wouldn’t be able to
join in.
“He said I could do the job mostly. He said he’d have to warn the customers about me
and that most would probably understand – but he said I should look for something
more suitable. When I asked ‘like what?’ he said outside work like gardening or
something where I was on my own. I mean, can you imagine how I felt?”
Despite enduring frequent prejudice, none of those interviewed reported challenging
their prospective or current employers. Dr Butler said: “This is in contrast to the
movement for those with other impairments, such as dyslexia, where employees now
expect, and employers are expected to make, adjustments to facilitate full access at
work.”
Even when they had found work they could face discrimination. A civil servant in his
mid-40s reported that his manager asked him to stay away from key partnership
meetings because his speech “upset the flow of the meeting”.

The widespread discrimination was worsened by the changing nature of work. Dr
Butler said: “More than 70 per cent of participants discussed the changing work
context where they thought the roles that are, or would be, available to them are
reducing. They referred to the lack of technical skills training, practical work,
apprenticeships and the declining manufacturing industry. The growth of employment
in service and retail has further decreased the career opportunities for people who
stammer.”
Reflecting on the current work climate, one man in his late 40s told her: “This voice is
not what they [organisations] want.”
However, this was not always the case, employers were supportive and responsive
when “participants had an increased level of skill in an area where that skill was
scarce or speech was not considered integral to the job requirements,” said Dr Butler.
She said that many interviewees thought that their having a stammer meant they had
become better listeners, and that was an important skill for the workplace. One man in
his 40s told her: “Best bloody training ever for listening is having a stammer, as a kid
what did we used to do but listen? I used to follow-up the meetings with emails
sometimes to clarify questions that were asked in a quiet or an unspoken way and
obviously missed by those trying to outsmart each other. I think every meeting should
have a stammerer.”
Around one per cent of the population has a stammer, 80 per cent of those are men.
Dr Butler’s article ‘Wanted – straight talkers: stammering and aesthetic labour’ is
published online in Work, Employment and Society, published by the British
Sociological Association and SAGE. The research was funded by the Dominic Barker
Trust.
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Notes
1. Newcastle University Business School is:
Reputable
The Business School is one of the largest, most diverse schools in Newcastle
University, with over 3000 students from over 80 countries and over 170 full-time
staff. Part of the UK’s 24 elite ‘Russell Group’ Universities, it is a research-intensive
institution, delivering programmes of the highest quality and one of only 144 business
schools, worldwide, to receive accreditation from the European agency EFMD under
its ‘EQUIS’ scheme. Many of academic programmes are accredited by professional
bodies.

Relevant
All programmes are designed with the global business community in mind and
students are encouraged to think entrepreneurially. Research expertise are focused on
influencing current business policy and practice - as well as core aspects of
management, it specialises in knowledge, innovation, technology, and enterprise
through the dedicated KITE research centre, which is currently developing its
research in the field of entrepreneurship.
Networked
The Business School's graduate employment rates are well above the national
average: in 2010, 96 per cent of employment-seeking graduates secured jobs within
six months. Ninety-seven per cent of students who undertake 12-month placements
achieve a 1st or 2:1 degree, and all students have access to one of the best careers
services in the UK, as well as a variety of workplace initiatives with leading global
brands. The School also has an extensive, international network of university
partnerships.
Challenging
The School strives to create the best environment for high-calibre students and faculty
to be intellectually challenged and rewarded. Its brand-new £50m building hosts
networking spaces where students and staff collaborate. Professional accreditations
ensure it takes a critical approach to the relevance of our teaching, and is committed
to recruiting the best minds in business to our academic faculty.
Vibrant
Newcastle has twice been voted the best university-city in the UK. It is renowned for
its architectural beauty, cultural scene, and lively nightlife, as well as its friendliness.
Surrounded by some of the UK’s most unspoilt countryside and coastline, Newcastle
also offers excellent value for money, making it an affordable destination for students
of all backgrounds.

2. SAGE is a leading international publisher of journals, books, and electronic media
for academic, educational, and professional markets. Since 1965, SAGE has helped
inform and educate a global community of scholars, practitioners, researchers, and
students spanning a wide range of subject areas including business, humanities, social
sciences, and science, technology, and medicine. An independent company, SAGE
has principal offices in Los Angeles, London, New Delhi, Singapore and Washington
DC. www.sagepublications.com
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