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A B S T R A C T

This article offers practical guidance for managers, HR professionals, and students on including employees with 
hearing disabilities by spotlighting hearing diversity and related implications for everyday workplace practices. 
We outline key differences in hearing, related communication needs, common workplace challenges, and con
crete strategies for employees, managers, coworkers, and organizations. A simple starting point is to schedule 
regular check-ins focused on communication: what’s working, what isn’t, and needed adjustments.

Introduction

Myth: People know when they have hearing loss and are aware of what 
they miss or misunderstand. Reality: Many people with hearing loss remain 
unaware and people often do not know what they do not know, miss, and 
misunderstand.

Myth: Hearing aids are a cure and similar in efficacy to eye glasses. 
Reality: Hearing aids are helpful but are not a cure or as efficacious as eye 
glasses.

Myth: Hearing disabilities are stable and constant. Reality: Employees’ 
ability to hear and understand others often varies from day to day and from 
situation to situation, particularly in noisy settings.

Worldwide, over 1.5 billion people have some degree of hearing 
disability. This number is expected to grow to 2.2 billion by 2050 [1]. 
While there are now many effective technologies, accommodations, and 
management tools, people with hearing disabilities often remain largely 
underemployed. In the US, for example, only 56 % of adults with hearing 
disabilities are employed, compared to nearly 73 % of people without a 
hearing disability. Although this gap reflects several factors, including 
the age distribution of hearing disability, it also points to 
workplace-level barriers that managers, HR professionals, and organi
zations can help reduce. Untreated hearing disability decreases indi
vidual income by $30,000 annually, or $176 billion nationally in the US 
resulting in an estimated $26 billion in unrealized federal taxes alone 
[2]. Worldwide the rate of unemployment and underemployment is 
thought to be even higher as are the associated negative economic and 
social consequences [1].

As people live longer in many countries and want to, or need to, work 
until older ages, the impact of hearing disability is also expected to rise. 

This is expected, given the association between hearing disability and 
age. As people grow older, age-related hearing loss or presbycusis be
comes more common as do the cumulative effects of other causes of 
hearing loss including noise exposure, illnesses, and accidents. For 
instance, an estimated 37.5 million (15 %) of Americans 18 years of age 
and older have some degree of hearing loss. For those 65–74 years of 
age, 33 % report having hearing loss as do 50 % of people over 74 years 
of age [3]. When hearing loss in one or both ears are combined, overall 
prevalence in the US is 29 % for people in their 50’s, 45 % for people in 
their 60’s, and 68 % for people in their 70’s [3]. In other words, for those 
fortunate enough to live and work into their late 60’s, hearing loss will 
likely be a part of their career experience. Skillful management of 
hearing disabilities is thus essential for managers, HR, and organiza
tions. Fortunately, trends in job specialization, flexible work arrange
ments, and technology make it easier than ever to include people with 
hearing disabilities. Stigma, combined with lack of awareness and 
knowledge, however, continue to present significant barriers to fuller 
inclusion and employment [4–6].

This article provides managers and students with information and 
tools to support fuller inclusion and employment for people with hearing 
disabilities. While not our central focus, employers also play an impor
tant role in hearing health and hearing loss prevention because roughly 
25 % of hearing loss in the US is thought to be attributable to work 
exposure to noise and chemicals [7]. We encourage readers to under
stand these risks and to act to protect hearing health. We also encourage 
readers to implement accessible practices that allow employees with 
hearing disabilities to fully contribute their knowledge, skills, and 
abilities. Our contribution is to highlight hearing diversity and explain 
concrete management and HRM practices that embrace this diversity by 
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showing how everyday choices about communication, meetings, tech
nology, accommodation, and performance evaluation can either amplify 
or reduce exclusion.

Hearing diversity

For context, we would like to share that both authors have 
researched the impact of hearing disability on employment for many 
years and have hearing disabilities themselves. David (Professor Bal
dridge), who hails from Oregon in the US, began gradually losing his 
hearing as a toddler and is now a deafened, bilateral cochlear implant 
(bionic ear) user. Brent (Professor Lyons), who hails from Ontario 
Canada, lost a significant amount of his hearing suddenly as a PhD 
student and uses hearing aids. His hearing fluctuates from day to day. 
We share this because we want readers to understand our vantage point. 
We have a wealth of experience but are not fluent in sign language 
which limits our experiences and perspectives. We hope that this article 
will motivate and empower others to share different experiences and 
perspectives.

For terminology, we use the term “hearing disability” for conciseness 
and consistency with the World Health Organization’s (WHO’s) defini
tion of disabling hearing loss as greater than 35 decibels (dB) in the 
better hearing ear [1]. It is important to keep in mind that many people 
who fit the WHO’s definition do not think of themselves as disabled and 
might even find the term hearing disability offensive. Likewise, many 
people who are born D/deaf do not think of themselves as having a 
hearing “loss” or disability but rather see Deafness as an important part 
of their identity. For this reason, we use “hearing loss” to refer to people 
with acquired (rather than congenital) hearing disabilities. At times we 
also use hearing loss to refer to change in an employee’s hearing or loss 
relative to what is considered normal hearing.

We also use the terms “deaf” and “Deaf” with the former referring to 
the audiological condition and the latter referring to people who identify 
as Deaf and are part of the Deaf community which has its own signed 
language and culture (e.g., ASL in the US). For insight into Deaf 
employee inclusion, we recommend the HBR article by Roberta Cordano 
[8]. Some people find the terms “hearing impaired” and “hard of hearing” 
offensive, so we avoid using those terms while being cognizant that 
different people find different terms empowering or offensive. We 
recognize the importance of these differences and complexities related 
to hearing abilities and disabilities. In authoring this article, our aim is to 
be respectful of diverse experiences and identities. Finally, it is impor
tant that readers do not confuse “hearing” with “understanding” or 
“disability” with “inability”.

To better understand the impact of diverse disability types in orga
nizations, researchers often focus on variation in the extent of functional 
limitations such as seeing, hearing, walking, etc.; age of initial disability 
onset; concealability; and disruptiveness as well as intersectionality with 
demographic differences such as age, gender, race, and socioeconomic 
status. In this section, we look at some key differences among people 
with hearing disabilities that have implications for approaches to in
clusion and careers.

Before explaining hearing disability in humans, it helps to under
stand how humans hear and to keep in mind that what is considered 
“normal” hearing for humans is subjective and specific to humans who 
as a species hear some sounds and frequencies well and other sounds and 
frequencies poorly relative to other animals. Estimates vary but on 
average humans are thought to only hear sounds between 20 and 20,000 
Hertz (Hz) in frequency and typically become less and less sensitive to 
sounds above 10,000 Hz with maturity due to genetic and environ
mental influences [7]. In comparison, dogs are thought to hear sounds as 
high in pitch as 45,000 Hz and cats are thought to hear sounds as high in 
pitch as 65,000 Hz. Moreover, cats’ hearing is thought to be 10 times 
more sensitive than humans [9]. No wonder cats can be a bit aloof, and 
dogs and cats might well perceive all humans as having hearing dis
abilities relative to their own specialized hearing. We make these 

comparisons because all humans arguably have hearing disabilities 
relative to what is normal for other animals. It also helps explain why it 
is frustrating for people with hearing disabilities to be told, “just tell me 
if you miss anything”. You might be able to guess that a dog or cat is 
hearing something that you are not when you see their ears twitch, but 
for less interesting sounds, there might not be any visible indicators that 
a dog or cat is hearing something that you are not hearing. In other 
words, there is often no way to know what you do not know, miss, or 
misunderstand.

How people hear

While rather unimpressive compared to other animals, human 
hearing is still complex, amazing, and fragile. As a brief overview, 
humans and other animals hear through a complex process that converts 
sound waves from the environment into electrical signals that the brain 
can interpret. This process starts with sound waves entering the human 
ear canal causing the eardrum to vibrate and transmit those vibrations 
through three tiny middle ear bones into the inner ear. Within the inner 
ear, cochlea fluids move and cells with swaying hairs sensitive to vi
brations create nerve impulses that travel to the brain via the auditory 
nerve where they are processed and interpreted as sound [7].

Hearing ability, loss, and disability severity

One way of thinking about hearing ability is the loudness needed for 
an individual to hear or detect a sound. People who can hear sounds as 
soft as 25 decibels (dB) or less are described as having normal hearing 
while higher thresholds indicate “loss” of varying degrees – e.g., 26–40 
dB mild, 41–55 dB moderate, 56–70 dB moderately severe, 71–90 dB 
severe and 91 + dB profound [7]. Another way to measure hearing 
ability and disability is the ability to accurately understand individual 
words and sentences in both quiet and noisy settings. Audiologists are 
experts in making these assessments. For context, most people whisper 
at roughly 30 dB and conversations are typically 60–65 dB and mostly 
between 250 and 4000 Hz in frequency.

Hearing ability, loss, and disability by frequency

To further complicate things, most people with hearing disabilities 
have different levels of hearing ability at different frequencies. This 
means that more dB or loudness is needed at certain frequencies before a 
sound can be detected. So, one employee might generally hear a man 
with a deeper voice better than a woman with a higher-pitched voice 
while another employee might generally hear a woman with a higher- 
pitched voice better than a man with a deeper voice. Letters, words, 
and parts of speech also vary in both frequency and loudness so people 
with hearing disabilities often understand parts of words and sentences, 
matching the frequencies that they hear better and the loudness that 
they need to hear that frequency. In American English, “f”, “s” and “th” 
are typically less loud and at higher frequencies than “j”, “m" and “n”. So 
depending on the employee’s hearing ability, they might hear some of 
these letters and miss others [7]. This helps explain why employees can 
underestimate the extent of their hearing disability because some sounds 
remain loud and clear while others fade, often slowly over years and 
decades and frequency by frequency. In the workplace, a full range of 
frequencies can be critical for hearing alarms, warnings, and other 
dangers, while hearing loss in the speech range is especially important 
for day-to-day communication.

Hearing loss in noisy settings: frequency effects, SNR, and workplace 
impact

Because hearing ability often varies by frequency, background noise 
can magnify hearing disability by masking the parts of speech an 
employee hears poorly while speech may remain partially audible in 
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ranges they hear best. For example, an employee with high-frequency 
hearing loss may still hear low-frequency HVAC noise (about 
50–250 Hz) clearly, while missing consonants and other high-frequency 
speech cues that carry meaning. They may catch fragments of a message 
yet miss or misunderstand critical information. Many people instinc
tively rely on speech-reading and context to “fill in” gaps and may not 
realize what they missed or misunderstood. Maintaining this constant 
inference is cognitively demanding and sometimes compared to racing 
through crossword puzzles before the conversation moves on leaving 
employees stressed and exhausted often without fully understanding 
why. Noise levels also vary widely across workplaces: quiet offices and 
libraries are typically around 40 dB, open-plan offices often reach 
50–70 dB, busy restaurants and social events can be 70–80 dB, and 
environments such as airports or factories may be 90–110 dB or higher 
[7]. In these work settings, understanding speech depends heavily on the 
Signal-to-Noise Ratio (SNR), the difference between conversational 
loudness (signal) and background noise. People tend to raise their voices 
as background noise increases (about 0.51 dB of vocal increase per 
1.00 dB of noise [7,10]). For instance, if background noise is 80 dB, 
typical speech may rise to about 86 + dB. However, louder speech does 
not solve frequency-selective hearing challenges, and increased vocal 
effort can distort speech sounds, further reducing intelligibility. 
Together, masking, distortion, and variable SNR can make it difficult for 
employees to accurately gauge the extent of their hearing loss, especially 
when they hear well in quiet settings. Psychological resistance and 
stigma associated with hearing loss, disability, and aging can further 
delay recognition and support-seeking [4,5].

Onset age and course

Onset age, or the age at which someone first acquires a hearing 
disability, and the length of time that someone has had a hearing 
disability are also important dimensions [11]. In terms of age at onset, 
some employees are born with a hearing disability while others do not 
develop a hearing disability until late in life and hearing can begin to 
worsen at any age in between. Prelingual hearing disability refers to 
hearing disability that occurs before development of speech and lan
guage which is typically before the age of 2. Moreover, the course of 
one’s hearing disability can occur very gradually, frequency by fre
quency or very rapidly across all frequencies all at once. Research shows 
that early hearing disability onset, and greater severity can impact 
speech and language development. For school age children, hearing 
disability can impact both education and socialization. Hearing 
disability early in one’s career likewise has a greater impact on career 
development than hearing disability later in one’s career [11]. Earlier 
onset, however, can also allow people to tailor their education and ca
reers to match their hearing ability and can lead to more skillful coping 
and communication techniques. It is also important to understand that 
some employees’ ability to hear varies from day to day. Fluctuations in 
hearing ability can occur for various reasons, including temporary 
threshold shifts, noise exposure, and even internal factors like attention, 
fatigue, or medical conditions [7]. These variations can be more 
noticeable in noisy environments and when fatigued.

Concealability and aesthetics

Concealability is the degree to which a disability is apparent or 
hidden while aesthetics refers to how abnormal or unpleasant a 
disability is for observers [5]. Hearing disabilities are often “invisible,” 
but can become visible when they affect interaction or performance. 
Some people are unaware of what they miss; others minimize, deny, or 
conceal hearing disability because of stigma and aging-related stereo
types. Others choose to make access needs explicit to reduce misun
derstanding. Hearing assistive devices can also increase visibility, and 
employees may avoid or delay using them for stigma reasons (e.g., 
choosing less effective but less noticeable options). However, at the 

same time, research shows that employees also report feeling that visible 
cues such as noticeably wearing hearing aids and cochlear implants can 
serve as a form of implicit disclosure, reducing disclosure burden and at 
times improving communication [12].

Disruptiveness and danger

Disabilities are also sometimes discussed in terms of danger and 
disruptiveness [5]. Danger is typically discussed as the level of threat a 
disability poses to an employee and others. For example, not being able 
to hear alarms or emergency safety instructions can put an employee and 
others at risk. Disruptiveness, in contrast, is the extent to which a 
disability causes strain and uncertainty in social interaction or interferes 
with the flow of communication and work. In general, more severe 
hearing disabilities have greater potential for danger and disruption, but 
this need not be the case if employees, supervisors, coworkers, and or
ganizations work effectively together to mitigate dangers and 
disruptions.

Identity

These disability dimensions, together with demographic factors (e.g., 
age, socioeconomic status, culture), shape employees’ identities and 
preferred communication modes. Importantly, many employees with 
hearing disabilities do not identify as someone with hearing loss, while 
for others, it is central to their identity. In the US, “Deaf” (capital D) 
typically refers to people who use ASL and who are culturally Deaf. 
Because ASL is distinct from written English, many Deaf employees need 
ASL interpretation to communicate with non-signers. Captioning in 
English primarily supports those who are bilingual in ASL and English. 
In contrast, “deaf” (lowercase d) and “person with hearing loss” more 
often refer to audiological conditions and a wider range of identities, 
including people who acquire hearing disability later in life and who 
primarily use spoken language. These individuals might also identify as 
hard of hearing, hearing aid users, or cochlear implant users. To be clear, 
identity and severity are related but not the same, so effective inclusion 
starts with asking what communication approach works best for the 
individual and listening for preferred identities [4,5,11].

Hearing diversity, communication needs, and coping strategies

While there is great diversity among employees with hearing dis
abilities, there are three main communication strategies commonly used 
in different combinations. First, many employees with hearing disabil
ities try to hear as much as possible by relying on, enhancing, or 
replacing natural hearing. Hearing aids help amplify sounds at different 
frequencies to allow employees to hear better. In contrast, cochlear 
implants bypass the inner ear to directly stimulate the auditory nerve. In 
both cases, hearing assistive technologies such as Auracast, Bluetooth 
streaming, FM systems, and special remote microphones (e.g., ROGER, 
MiniMic), can further increase what these employees can hear and un
derstand at work [7].

For other employees, hearing aids, cochlear implants and associated 
hearing assistive technologies are less helpful or not an option. These 
employees are more likely to rely on written communication such as 
captioning and related technologies and services that convert spoken 
words to written text. This can range from professional captioning 
provided by CART (computer aided real time transcription) providers, 
AI captioning available in video conferencing software such as Zoom 
and Teams, to AI captioning via computer and phone-based applications 
such as Live Transcribe, Apple Live Captions, AVA, and TextHear. Using 
email, text messages and written chats are also useful substitutes or 
complements to spoken communication. Research shows that because 
employees’ ability to hear and understand often varies from one context 
to another, particularly in noisy settings, and sometimes from day to 
day, many employees benefit from certain assistive technologies in some 
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situations but not others [11].
Finally, some employees use signed language primarily or exclu

sively to communicate with other people at work. These individuals 
need professional interpretation such as ASL signed language interpre
tation to communicate with people who do not know signed language. 
There are even telephone relay operators who can interpret phone calls 
for these employees and ASL interpreters are available both in person 
and remotely depending on the country. Phone applications that convert 
spoken words to ASL are also becoming more common.

Unfortunately, many employees with hearing disabilities are not 
aware of assistive technologies and communication approaches that 
might support their effectiveness at work. This can be amplified by 
perceived stigma and shame around hearing disability and use of 
hearing assistive technologies [4,6]. Employees are also often afraid or 
embarrassed to disclose their hearing disability, seek help, and to 
request accommodation [6]. Other employees are proud and open about 
their hearing disability, identity, and needs with most employees 
somewhere in between [4,11].

Inclusion strategies for common workplace challenges

In this section we discuss some of the most common challenges and 
strategies for inclusion. We began by discussing diversity in hearing and 
hearing disabilities because it is essential that readers understand that 
what works for one employee with a hearing disability will not neces
sarily work for another employee. Likewise, what is legal and ethical 
varies by national and regional context. It is important to understand 
that challenges and coping strategies vary and that these coping stra
tegies help but rarely, if ever, are full remedies. As mentioned, one 
common misconception, for example, is that hearing aids or cochlear 
implants work as well as eyeglasses. Unfortunately, this is not (yet) the 
case. That said, Table 1 provides an at-a-glance summary linking com
mon forms of hearing diversity to likely workplace challenges, practical 
inclusion / accommodation strategies, and why those strategies matter.

Workspaces and stations

Most people with hearing disabilities hear and communicate better 
in well lit and quiet settings that are free of background noise. Lighting is 
important to aid both speechreading and signed language communica
tion. Quiet locations allow people who use hearing aids and residual 

hearing as well as those who use cochlear implants and bionic hearing to 
better understand spoken communication. It is typically most helpful if 
the lighting source is behind the person with a hearing disability so that 
faces of the people they need to speech-read are well lit. For those who 
use signed language, it is important to see other people signing clearly 
including sign language interpreters.

Telephone work

Telephone work has long been dreaded by many people with hearing 
disabilities. Email, text messages, and websites are now great substitutes 
for telephone calls. Signed language and spoken language relays have 
also made phone work more accessible. In the case of signed language 
relays, a Deaf employee can use a phone relay to make telephone calls. 
ASL telephone relay, or Video Relay Service (VRS), use video confer
encing to facilitate telephone calls between individuals who use signed 
language and those who use their voice. For example, a Communications 
Assistant (CA), who is a qualified ASL interpreter can function as a 
bridge, relaying a conversation between a caller who signs and a caller 
who does not sign. There are similar services for people who do not hear 
well enough to communicate over the telephone, but who do not know 
sign language or prefer spoken language. These employees can either 
use their own voice or type to the CA. The CA captures the conversation 
so that the employee with a hearing disability can read what the hearing 
person is saying. Bluetooth streaming is also a game changer for many 
people with hearing disabilities due to higher sound quality, and elim
ination of background noise, greatly improving their ability to hear, 
understand, and communicate via telephone. Indeed, some employees 
with hearing aids or cochlear implants now report that it is easier to 
understand conversations on the telephone with Bluetooth streaming 
than in person.

Meetings and trainings (in person, online, hybrid)

Again, there are three main strategies that can be used alone or 
together: signed communication, written communication, and enhanced 
hearing. Well lit, quiet rooms help speechreading and signing, and small 
meetings are typically easier than large ones with many speakers. When 
there are many speakers or rapid transitions, people with hearing dis
abilities may miss information while locating the speaker; simple norms 
(one speaker at a time, asking a speaker to not cover their mouth while 

Table 1 
At-a-glance, hearing diversity, common challenges, what to do, and why it matters.

Communication mode Common challenges What to do (for high impact) Why it matters

Enhanced listening access aids (hearing 
aids/cochlear implants, remote 
microphones)

• Noise, distance, echoes, side conversations
• Hybrid meetings with poor room mics/ 

camera angles
• Phone calls without streaming/clear audio

• Auracast, Bluetooth streaming, FM, 
telecoil (phone calls, meetings)

• Remote/table microphones
• Quiet, well-lit rooms, acoustic treat

ment, headset-quality audio

• Default to “good audio”, mic use, one 
speaker at a time

• Seating choices, minimize 
background noise, line of sight

• Pair with written agenda/recap
Written access (captioning and written 

access)
• Poor audio leads to caption errors
• Multiple speakers/crosstalk; rapid turn- 

taking
• Screen-sharing can hide captions
• Captions lag behind audio

• Professional captioning (CART) for 
high-stakes/technical content

• Built-in/AI captions in Teams/Zoom
• Speech-to-text apps
• Transcripts, chat, shared notes, 

written-first workflows

• “Captions on” norm
• Repeat audience questions into mic
• Reduce crosstalk, speak clearly
• Share written agendas, materials
• Summarize action items in writing

Sign language access (ASL) • Spoken-only environments; side 
conversations not interpreted

• Poor lighting, camera framing; fast speaker 
or topic transitions

• Late scheduling
• Jargon/acronyms reduce accuracy

• Qualified ASL interpreters (in-person 
or remote)

• Video Relay Service (VRS)/relay 
options for phone calls

• Prep materials (slides, terminology 
lists) to support interpreting accuracy

• Schedule interpreters early; treat as 
essential access (not optional)

• Ensure visibility: lighting, sight lines, 
camera pinning, one-speaker norms

• Provide materials in advance, pauses 
for interpretation; avoid crosstalk

Access without disclosure (denial, 
concealment)

• No accommodation requests, silent 
misunderstandings, missed informal info

• High social “cost” settings (new teams, 
clients, interviews, performance reviews)

• Misattribution, stigma, isolation

• Universal design defaults: captions- 
on, transcripts, written agendas/ 
recaps

• Low-friction, confidential 
accommodation

• Optional hearing screening resources 
and info on assistive tech

• Reduce reliance on disclosure: build 
accessibility into routine processes

• Use non-stigmatizing check-ins
• Create psychologically safe norms

D. Baldridge and B. Lyons                                                                                                                                                                                                                    Organizational Dynamics 55 (2026) 101247 

4 



talking) and tools (a talking stick or microphone) can help [13–15]. 
People who are Deaf may need qualified sign language interpretation; 
others may need captioning such as CART. Written agendas and slides, 
especially when shared in advance, provide critical context. For people 
who use hearing aids and cochlear implants, specialized remote micro
phones and Bluetooth streaming can substantially improve sound 
quality. Many people also find remote meetings more accessible when 
cameras and microphones are high quality and captions are enabled. 
While video meetings can be more accessible, hybrid meetings often 
remain the most difficult because it can be hard to see and hear everyone 
clearly.

Socials, lunch, happy hours, oh my!

Social gatherings from work parties, to lunches, to hallway conver
sations often present the same challenges as in person meetings but are 
more likely to be held in noisy settings with many people speaking at 
once about less predictable topics and without accommodation [15]. For 
people who use hearing aids and cochlear implants, remote micro
phones can provide some help, but social events are often among the 
most difficult settings for people with hearing disabilities to navigate. It 
helps if these employees are not inadvertently shamed or made worse off 
for not attending such events and that there are other avenues such as 
smaller gatherings in quiet locations that allow these employees to so
cialize, build, and maintain social connections [13].

On the road … travel, conferences, client site visits

Working in the field also poses special challenges [14]. Client sites 
can be difficult to anticipate and employees with hearing disabilities are 
often more reluctant to ask for accommodation from clients or people 
they do not know well. Conferences and conventions are also difficult to 
predict but more likely to provide accommodations such as sign lan
guage interpretation and captioning with advanced notice. Again, 
remote microphones that can be placed on tables, worn by, or pointed 
toward speakers can provide some help as can mobile phone/device 
applications providing real time speech to text captioning or signed 
language translation. Travel by airplane, train, etc. can be challenging 
because spoken announcements are often critical but unintelligible. 
Mobile device applications for airline updates are a helpful trend as are 
ground transportation applications such as Uber and Lyft that rely less 
on spoken communication. That said, drivers may still try to call or talk 
to riders with hearing disabilities. Interestingly, many people with 
hearing disabilities find that if they disclose their hearing disability to 
airlines, a common response by airlines is to send a wheelchair to meet 
them at their gate. It seems that hearing disabilities are sometimes 
lumped in with all disabilities and that disability is associated with 
wheelchair use. One author who disclosed his hearing disability to an 
airline was baffled to receive the airplane safety instructions in braille. 
This might stem from lumping all disability types together and 
misguided attempts at one size fits all solutions.

Hiring and onboarding

Interviews can be particularly stressful for many people with hearing 
disabilities. They worry about what to disclose, to whom, and when [6]. 
If they ask for accommodation or disclose their hearing disability, will 
they receive help or will they hurt their chances of receiving an inter
view or job offer? Unfortunately, employers are often reluctant to ask 
about disabilities and candidates are often reluctant to disclose leading 
to missed opportunities to communicate. Employers may assume that a 
candidate with a hearing disability is unable to perform parts of a job 
without discussion to avoid a potentially awkward conversation or po
tential legal risks [11]. It is worth noting that informal portions of the 
interview process such as lunch, transportation to and from the work
place, and socials, which are often the least relevant to good hiring but 

are often the most difficult for people with hearing disabilities due to 
background noise, multiple speakers, and less predictable conversations. 
Employers can help by clearly signaling their openness to discussing and 
providing accommodation to all applicants and by adapting their hiring 
process for people with hearing disabilities [6]. Simple things like 
having lunch onsite, in a quiet location, with one or two employees can 
be much more accessible and effective.

Stress, fatigue, and isolation

Given these challenges, it is easy to understand why people with 
hearing disabilities often experience much higher cognitive loads and 
emotional fatigue at work [7]. Cognitive load is the amount of mental 
effort required to process information and complete tasks. Too much 
cognitive load can lead to overload, where the brain struggles to process 
everything, resulting in confusion and frustration. When someone 
struggles to hear, they must allocate extra cognitive resources to simply 
understanding what others can hear fairly effortlessly. People with 
hearing disabilities often need to combine what they hear with what 
they see and contextual cues. They also need to make ongoing assess
ments about what they likely understood and did not understand, the 
importance of what they might have missed, and the potential costs and 
benefits of seeking clarification [6]. For example, will my boss or co
workers be annoyed with me or think less of me if I ask for clarification 
during a large meeting with an important client? The cognitive and 
emotional load associated with working harder to hear and understand 
can leave fewer resources for other cognitive functions such as memory, 
attention, and problem-solving [7]. Emotionally, inability to hear and 
understand can lead to frustration, anxiety, and feeling left out which 
impacts both mental and physical well-being. Higher cognitive load and 
emotional load can lead to anxiety, frustration, and stress. Over time, 
strain can lead to fatigue, loss of confidence, burnout, and isolation [13]. 
People with hearing disabilities may, for example, avoid social situa
tions because they fear embarrassment or are anxious about not being 
able to communicate. This, in turn, can lead to downward spirals of 
isolation, loneliness, and/or performance issues.

Inclusion strategies for all

What do employees with hearing disabilities, their supervisors, co
workers, HR professionals, and organizations need to know and do to 
make their workplace more inclusive of people with hearing disabilities? 
Here are some big picture ideas. Given the diversity among people with 
hearing disabilities, workplaces, and national contexts, these discussions 
are foundational only.

Supervisors

Supervisors play a crucial role in the inclusion of people with hearing 
disabilities [13]. They can help these employees contribute their 
knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSA) through accommodation, job 
crafting, and career crafting, as well as inclusive workgroups and 
workspaces [11]. To do so, supervisors need to know their employees’ 
KSAs and potential barriers to employees contributing their KSA’s. In 
other words, it is crucial that supervisors have knowledge of employees’ 
strengths, what they can do, and how they can add value to their or
ganizations. Ongoing communication with employees with hearing 
disabilities is essential for this but communication disabilities can 
correspondingly make this more challenging. Supervisors understand
ably may fear saying or doing the wrong thing due to inexperience, the 
norm to be kind, and legal concerns. Many supervisors worry about 
offending or embarrassing employees with hearing disabilities and do 
not want to embarrass themselves or make mistakes relative to company 
policy and applicable laws.

Human resource professionals are often important allies in under
standing how to approach inclusion as well as what supervisors should 

D. Baldridge and B. Lyons                                                                                                                                                                                                                    Organizational Dynamics 55 (2026) 101247 

5 



and should not do [14]. Government programs and resources may also 
be available. In the US, the Job Accommodation Network (JAN) is 
available for the very purpose of helping supervisors, HR and organi
zations identify helpful accommodations for every disability type and 
work situation. In the case of JAN, consultations are confidential, so 
employers do not need to worry about negative repercussions. Organi
zations by and for people with hearing disabilities are also a great 
resource. Organizations such as Hearing Loss Association of America 
(HLAA) are primarily for people who use spoken language while the 
National Association of the Deaf (NAD) focuses on ASL users. In Canada, 
Canadian Hearing Services (CHS) offers accessibility assessments and 
awareness programs for employers. In both the US and Canada, many 
local governments also support vocational rehabilitation programs and 
agencies focusing on hearing disabilities specifically.

Supervisors do not need to understand the origin or complexities of 
an employee’s hearing disability, but they do need to know how to 
communicate with their employees and understand how hearing 
disability might be impacting an employee’s work and inclusion [15], in 
addition to ensuring that employees feel safe disclosing if they want to. 
This includes being cognizant that the impact may vary from day to day 
and very likely varies from situation to situation, such as in noisy en
vironments, and communicate to employees that disclosure is welcome 
and safe. It is wrong to assume that an employee who understands you 
one-on-one in a quiet office will understand you equally well at a social 
event with background noise or in meetings with multiple speakers.

As a first step, supervisors should determine the best ways to 
communicate with their employees and reduce routine mis
understandings. Employees may not fully realize what they are missing 
and may hesitate to ask for clarification or accommodations. Simple 
questions help: “What communication methods work best for you?,” 
“Which meeting locations work best?” and/or “Would a brief every- 
other-week check-in be helpful?” Once a supervisor establishes reli
able day-to-day communication, they are better positioned to support 
accommodations and job/career crafting that maximize the employee’s 
KSA’s contribution while reducing miscommunication, cognitive over
load, and isolation. While employee needs and contexts vary widely, we 
hope that Table 2 will provide thoughtful practitioners with a helpful 
starting point in thinking about what inclusive leadership might look 
like for them, based on their employees’ needs, and their specific 
organizational context.

Coworkers and allies

The role of coworkers and allies can be similar to that of supervisors 
in terms of helping include employees with hearing disabilities but with 
less formal authority and responsibility. This sometimes makes it easier 
for close coworkers and allies to ask how an employee is doing, what 
might help, point out possible misunderstandings and be an advocate for 
accessibility. Given that employees’ hearing ability often changes 
slowly, and frequency by frequency, their peers (like spouses) are often 
more aware of changes than the employee with hearing loss themselves. 
Coworkers might notice that a colleague does not respond when 
addressed from behind, seems to frequently misunderstand what is 
being said, struggles to understand in noisy environments, withdraws 
from certain conversations and situations, or just seems more frustrated, 
stressed, or tired. Again, respectful questions and conversations can help 
establish one-on-one communication needed to address other perfor
mance and inclusion issues [14,15].

HR and organizations

At the organizational level, employers need to understand national 
and local legal requirements and train managers and employees 
accordingly. It is also important for HR and management to understand 
hearing health, hearing loss prevention, and best practices for fully 
including employees with hearing disabilities [7]. Risks to their 

employees’ hearing health, which can lead to hearing disability, are 
specific to workplaces, workstations, and jobs. Work-related hearing loss 
is quite common and can be caused by injury or trauma, prolonged 
exposure to noise, and ototoxic chemicals. Single exposure to very loud 
noises like explosions can cause immediate and severe hearing damage 
as can injury from being hit on the head, and chemical exposure. Some 
industries and jobs are associated with higher risk of noise-induced 
hearing loss, including manufacturing, construction, and trans
portation. Prevention and management include engineering controls to 
reduce noise from equipment or machinery, administrative controls 
such as policies and procedures limiting exposure to noise, and personal 
protective equipment (PPE) such as earplugs or earmuffs. Regular 
hearing testing, safety training, and counseling also help identify and 
manage hearing health [7].

In countries where hearing health is not covered by national health 
programs, we also encourage employers to cover hearing health 
including hearing exams, hearing aids, and cochlear implants. Universal 
design principles can also be used to create well lit, quiet workplaces, 
offices and meeting rooms and company wide accommodation programs 
can make it easier to request hearing assistive technologies. For em
ployees who need CART or signed language interpretation, these access 
services should always be provided for large meetings, automatically 
scheduled for recurring meetings involving employees with hearing 
disabilities, and easy to schedule for ad hoc meetings.

Table 2 
At-a-glance, what inclusive leadership looks like in practice.

Leader behavior Concrete example, 
sample language

Why changes helps

Name access as a normal 
part of work (not a 
“special request”)

“Let’s keep captions on 
by default and use the 
chat for links and key 
points, this helps 
everyone.”

Reduces stigma; lowers 
disclosure pressure; creates 
predictable access.

Set simple meeting 
norms and enforce 
them

“One speaker at a time. 
Please say your name 
before jumping in and 
repeat questions into the 
mic.” (leader intervenes 
when cross-talk starts.)

Improves signal-to-noise 
and turn-taking; reduces 
information loss.

Check for access and 
understanding 
without singling 
someone out

“Before we decide, let 
me give a quick recap”

Creates psychological 
safety; reduces the social 
cost of clarification.

Build a recurring 1:1 
“communication 
check-in”

“What’s been easiest/ 
hardest this week? Any 
meetings or tasks we 
should talk about?”

Surfaces barriers early; 
supports job crafting and 
sustained inclusion.

Offer options and choice 
(communication mode 
and setting)

“Would you prefer we 
handle this by email, a 
Teams call (with 
captions), or in person 
(in a quiet room)?”

Improves fit to individual 
needs; reduces fatigue and 
misunderstandings.

Protect fairness in 
performance 
management

“Let’s separate access 
barriers from 
performance. If 
information wasn’t 
accessible in the 
meeting, we’ll adjust the 
process without 
penalizing outcomes.”

Reduces misattribution; 
improves procedural justice 
and trust.

Make accommodations 
easy to request and 
routine to use

“How can I help 
proactively schedule 
captioning/interpreting 
for recurring meetings 
(shares how to request 
support privately).”

Removes friction; increases 
consistent access 
(especially for 
concealability).

Repair breakdowns 
respectfully

“I may have said that too 
fast. Let me rephrase and 
put the key point in the 
chat.”

Maintains dignity; keeps 
focus on shared 
understanding vs. blame.
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Employees with hearing disabilities

Employees with hearing disabilities can also self-manage some of the 
impact of their hearing disability on their work performance and re
lationships. Employees with hearing disabilities who are strong con
tributors and who have valuable KSA’s are typically in a much better 
position to find and maintain employment and to have satisfying and 
successful careers [11]. While disclosure is a personal choice, when a 
hearing disability is not disclosed coworkers might misattribute unex
plained behaviors like misunderstandings to not caring or inability [4, 
11]. Hiding a disability is also taxing and limits resources available for 
performance and inclusion.

Because hearing disability can sometimes be invisible, and severity 
varies by context, employees with hearing disabilities might find 
themselves needing to explain, remind, and reexplain (and remind and 
reexplain repeatedly) to others about the impacts of their hearing 
disability. It could benefit these employees to be able to provide clear 
and concise instructions about what they need others to do to improve 
communication quality. It is important to know and use the best avail
able technologies including hearing aids, cochlear implants, captioning 
and sign language applications, and assistive listening technologies such 
as remote microphones.

Help usually begins with a medical doctor, ENT, or audiologist to 
understand one’s hearing disability medically. Many employees with 
hearing disabilities also benefit from meeting others with similar con
ditions and vocations who have more hearing disability or work expe
rience. Again, organizations such as the National Association for the 
Deaf (NAD) and Hearing Loss Association of America (HLAA) in the US 
or Canadian Hearing Services (CHS) in Canada offer many valuable re
sources and are a great way to meet other people with similar hearing 
disabilities and professions as well as hearing health professionals, 
equipment and service providers. Finally, it is worth noting that some of 
the most satisfied and successful people we have met have been able to 
turn their hearing disability into an asset. Examples include medical 
professionals, attorneys, researchers, and teachers who are better able to 
serve others with hearing disabilities than their counterparts who have 
never experienced hearing disability.

Looking ahead

AI may reshape hearing-related inclusion beyond AI transcription by 
changing how work is performed, coordinated, and evaluated. AI has the 
potential for use in accommodation, hearing assistive technology 
development and use, job crafting, and career crafting. Tools such as 
intelligent meeting support (captioning, speaker attribution, turn-taking 
prompts), cross modality translation, and adaptive sound filtering may 
expand participation and reduce the cognitive load of “working harder 
to hear.” These benefits come with risks such as uneven access, privacy/ 
surveillance concerns, caption/translation errors that can be misread as 
performance issues, and overreliance on AI instead of CART or qualified 
ASL interpreters. For HRM practitioners, the key implication is not 
simply to adopt AI tools, but to decide when they are appropriate, who 
has access to them, how errors will be corrected, and when human ac
cess services remain necessary. Managers should also avoid treating AI- 
generated captions, summaries, or transcripts as neutral records of 
employee performance because errors may disproportionately affect 
employees who rely on them for access. Practically, treat AI as one 
possible layer in an access strategy: pair it with clear meeting norms, 
high-quality audio, and human services for high-stakes interactions, 
alongside policies for consent, data retention, and quality assurance.

Conclusion

People with hearing disabilities are diverse and experience different 
challenges to communication at work. Inclusion hinges on recognizing 

these differences, reducing stigma, and implementing practical accom
modations. Advances in technology, flexible work, and growing 
awareness of hearing diversity can increase participation and perfor
mance when organizations embed accessible practices into everyday 
work, not only to benefit from employees’ talents, but also to support 
health and well-being. To help practitioners prioritize under real con
straints, we emphasize three practices that generalize across settings: (1) 
normalize access (e.g., captions on by default, clear turn-taking, written 
agendas and recaps); (2) improve lighting and signal-to-noise through 
basic environmental and audio choices; and (3) hold brief, recurring 
check-ins to surface issues early and adjust work processes. Feasibility 
varies, knowledge work can often shift to written-first collaboration and 
well-supported remote meetings, while customer-facing, field, 
manufacturing, and safety-critical roles may require redundant alerting, 
task redesign, and consistent team norms when quiet spaces, cameras, or 
flexible scheduling are limited. A simple sequence helps. Start with low- 
cost defaults, add scalable investments (e.g., shared mics/headsets, key- 
room acoustics, approved captioning tools, manager training), and 
reserve higher-cost supports (e.g., CART, qualified ASL interpreters, 
specialized alerting, major redesign) for high-stakes interactions and 
roles where miscommunication risk is greatest while being cognizant of 
local legal requirements. The managerial goal is a layered approach, 
implemented in phases and revisited over time, so inclusion remains 
sustainable and improves participation, performance, and well-being.
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