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Running head: AWARENESS OF DLD IN THE WORKPLACE

Awareness of Developmental Language Disorder among workplace managers

Carmen de Lemos, Ariadne Kranios, Rosie Beauchamp-Whitworth, Anna Chandwani, Nick

Gilbert, Amy Holmes, Abby Pender, Ciara Whitehouse, Nicola Botting

Abstract

Background: Developmental Language Disorder (DLD) is one of the most prevalent
developmental disorders and affects expressive and receptive language with no clear cause
(Bishop et al., 2017). Awareness of DLD is currently much lower than other (sometimes less
prevalent) disorders such as Autism or Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)
(Bishop, 2010). Despite this, it has now been established that the implications of DLD reach
well into adulthood (Botting, 2020; Botting et al., 2016; Clegg et al., 2005; Johnson et al.,

2010). Thus, DLD may affect not only school progress but also employment.

Whilst recent research indicates that the rate of employment in this group was similar to peers
(Conti-Ramsden et al., 2018), it also reported lower levels of employment in terms of hours,
contracts and employment type. However, there is virtually no research examining why this
might be the case. In contrast there is already a growing evidence base surrounding Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and Dyslexia in the workplace. Systematic reviews of factors
affecting employment in ASD and Dyslexia (de Beer et al., 2014; Scott et al., 2019) have

revealed barriers including the job application process itself.

Aims & methods: In this study we aimed to explore managers' awareness of DLD and their
views on training, adjustments and feasibility when considering employing an individual with
DLD. Specifically, we asked: 1) What awareness do managers have of DLD and how does
this compare to awareness of ASD and other developmental disorders? 2) What is the extent
of training on DLD and other developmental disorders in the workplace? 3) What barriers to

employment are perceived to be most significant by managers? 4) What strategies do
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managers report as currently in place to help support people with DLD? 5) What are

perceived strengths of people with DLD according to managers?

Results: In total, 77 managers completed an anonymous online survey which was accessed
via a social media link. Managers came from a wide variety of backgrounds with an equal
split between public and private organisations, and across gender. The number of managers
who had heard of DLD was lower than for the other disorders (ADHD, ASD, Dyslexia). This
pattern was partly mirrored in the proportion of managers who felt they had received
adequate training on communication difficulties. However, training on developmental
disorders generally was reported as very scarce. A qualitative examination of barriers
identified by managers included interviewing and CV submission, reading and following
instructions, lack of clear guidelines around support needed, and financial restrictions in

providing support.

Conclusions: These findings support existing literature and have implications for policy and
practice — namely that young people with DLD may need to be proactive about disclosing

their language needs, and that workplaces need increased basic training in DLD.
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Introduction

Work and employment are an important way of participating in society, providing a structure
for social interaction as well as economic security and independence. Long-term
unemployment has been found to increase financial hardship, social isolation, and a sense of
low self-esteem as well leading to poorer health outcomes and increased risk of suicide
(Milner et al., 2013; Virtanen et al., 2005). Disability is associated with increased risk of
unemployment (Emerson, 2007; Honey et al., 2011) and the Department for Work and
Pensions (DWP) reported that 53.6% of working-age people with a disability were in
employment compared to 81.7% of non-disabled peers (Powell, 2020). The UK Equality Act
(2010) seeks to protect those with disabilities in the workplace from direct and indirect
discrimination. Through the management of others, businesses are required to be informed
about the implicit and explicit disadvantages which could adversely impact an employee with
a disability and make reasonable adjustments. One disorder which may have an impact on
employment is that of Developmental Language Disorder (DLD), yet awareness of this
condition is generally low (Bishop, 2010). This paper aims to explore awareness of this

condition, and the potential barriers to employment among general workplace managers.

Developmental Lanquage Disorder

b

DLD is a relatively new term describing children who have “unexplained language problems’
(Bishop, 2014; Bishop & CATALISE, 2017). Children with DLD have difficulties
understanding and producing sentences, finding the right words, remembering complex
instructions and using social language cues, to an extent which affects everyday functioning
(Bishop et al., 2017). Prior to the introduction of this terminology, children with language
difficulties that were unexplained by physical, cognitive or neurological impairment were

referred to as having a Specific Language Impairment (SLI). However, following extensive
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engagement with the speech and language community, and a Delphi consensus processes,
DLD is now the preferred term for this cohort (Bishop et al., 2017). This change in
terminology is also relevant when considering awareness of DLD in workplace settings, as

well as employee self-identification for this cohort.

It has been estimated that around 7% of UK children have a Developmental Language
Disorder that is severe enough to impact on their academic progress (Norbury et al., 2016;
Tomblin et al., 1997). The evidence surrounding the longer-term persistence of language
difficulties in this group (Botting, 2020) means that these figures can reasonably be
extrapolated to an adult population. Recent research has suggested that word learning in
adolescence often slows rather than showing catch-up (Rice, 2020), especially for girls.
Importantly, McGregor and colleagues (2020) have recently shown that the language
difficulties in adulthood are not just a consequence of these earlier problems, but that less
efficient word learning skills are also evident in adults with DLD, who require more
presentations of an item for learning to occur. This factor, among others, is likely to be

relevant to the pattern of wider difficulties reported.

Furthermore, there is now an established body of research demonstrating that individuals
with DLD experience these wider associated difficulties in adolescence and adulthood
(Botting, 2020; Conti-Ramsden & Durkin, 2012; Conti-Ramsden et al., 2016). Persistent
DLD has been shown to impact on academic attainment and levels of education and
employment (Conti-Ramsden et al., 2018), as well as other wide-ranging difficulties
including increased risk of psychological problems (Beitchman et al., 2001; Yew &
O’Kearney, 2013) and social difficulties (Conti-Ramsden & Botting, 2004; Durkin et al.,

2017).
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The education status of those with DLD provides a useful backdrop when considering future
employment outcomes. The challenges experienced by this group are not limited to their
spoken language, but also affect written language and reading skills (Botting et al., 2006)
which affect access and achievement in education. Studies show that those with language
disorders perform less well on academic assessments taken at the end of formal education
(Conti-Ramsden et al., 2009; Lindsay et al., 2010), a trend which persists to university
degrees and vocational qualifications (Conti-Ramsden et al., 2018). In Canada, Johnson et al.
(2010) reported that only 76% of study participants with DLD had completed high-school
versus 92% of their typical matched peers, while in the UK Conti-Ramsden et al. (2016)
reported that those who remained in education post-16 years of age, were likely to be either
retaking previous exams or, were undertaking vocational qualifications (36/44, 82%).
Nevertheless, the educational status of those with DLD appears to be following an upward
trend (Conti-Ramsden et al., 2018). Earlier research undertaken with a DLD cohort from the
70s and 80s, reported that none of the participants achieved any formal academic
qualifications from any stage of schooling (Clegg et al., 2005). This trajectory may have an
impact on employment success as well as the types of employment available for people with
DLD. For example, Naylor et al. (1994) demonstrated that acquiring sufficient literacy skills
can act as a protective factor, helping to keep children in school for longer. Conversely,
adolescents with DLD who have lasting effects of literacy difficulties often view education as

a hindrance rather than a path to employment (Whitehouse et al., 2009).

Indeed, adults with DLD have been shown to experience continued difficulties with spoken
language and functional literacy into adulthood (Botting, 2020) which may impact on
successful employment. Difficulties in these areas might plausibly present barriers to
employment, for example: keeping up with conversations in meetings, note taking, reading

and writing written reports, following complex instructions and policies, accessing online
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materials necessary for the role, and maintaining appropriate social relationships with
colleagues. As highlighted by Scott et al. (2019), negative attitudes from colleagues or
managers might also be present, and these may stem from lack of awareness and
misconceptions. To date, this area has not been formally investigated for individuals with
DLD. However, research does exist for similar neurodevelopmental disorders such as

Autism and Dyslexia which will now be considered.

Barriers to employment for other lifelong developmental disorders: Autism and Dyslexia

Other individuals with lifelong disorders such as Autism and Dyslexia have also been found
to experience less favourable employment outcomes than peers. Both Autism (Williams et
al., 2008) and Dyslexia (Bishop & Snowling, 2004; Catts et al., 2005), whilst being separate
disorders, have more overlap with DLD in terms of communication and processing
difficulties, than other developmental disorders. They may therefore experience barriers in
the workplace similar to those faced by individuals with DLD (de Beer et al., 2014; Chen et
al., 2015; Nesbitt, 2000; Scott et al., 2019). A scoping review by Scott et al. (2019)
considered the factors impacting on employment for people with Autism. They evaluated 36
employment programmes and concluded that workplace environments, the job application
process, and following instructions at work were all key potential barriers to employment.
Existing intervention studies were mainly impairment focused and while those participants
showed significant improvement in targeted skills, these did not necessarily result in a change

in employment status.

Interestingly, Ohl et al. (2017) found that a significant predictor of employment for those
with Autism was disclosure of their diagnosis, which increased the likelihood of employment
threefold. They speculate that this could be related to disclosure giving rise to workplace

accommodations, although the study does not directly investigate causal relationships. In one
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of the few studies to include workplace perspectives, Nicholas et al. (2018) explored
confidence in existing employment support services for individuals with Autism in Canada.
Organisations completed an online survey and service-users were interviewed. Supportive
factors included assistance with CV writing and job searching online as well as information
navigation schemes, pro-Autism attitudes, and employer/co-worker understanding about
Autism (Nicholas et al., 2018). Unsurprisingly, organisations offering supportive cultures
described a higher level of confidence in employing autistic people compared to the wider
community. However, the service-users and their families reported a lower satisfaction level
than the organisations regarding the support they had received, and felt their self-esteem,
retainment of jobs and confidence in pursuing future roles were all affected by insufficient
support. Autistic adults also rated their employers’ attitudes towards Autism at interview
stage as mixed. While the difference in data collection methods across the groups could have
impacted responses, this mismatch between perceived provision and receipt of support is

crucial to acknowledge when developing employment opportunities.

People with Dyslexia also experience challenges at work. As with DLD, Dyslexia is
associated with difficulties in literacy acquisition, where phonological awareness and verbal
processing speeds are implicated (Marshall et al.,2001), and many literacy difficulties are
also underpinned by (sometimes unrecognised) spoken language problems (Myers & Botting,
2008). A systematic review by de Beer et al. (2014) highlighted several factors that make
positive differences for people with Dyslexia at work. These included support from
employers and colleagues, assistive technology, job autonomy and awareness of own
strengths (de Beer et al., 2014; Nalavany et al., 2017). In addition, employer training and up
to date manager knowledge has been highlighted as a priority for improving the employment
experience of those with Dyslexia (Bell, 2010). Bartlett et al. (2000) and Morgan and Klein

(2000) both underlined that individuals with Dyslexia offered a considerable amount of
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creativity to their chosen career paths, highlighting the need to focus on strengths as well as

challenges.

In sum, existing evidence describes a workplace attitude often driven by an impairment-based
model for both Autism and Dyslexia, where the individual is expected to face and deal with
the difficulties created by the disorder, rather than the workplace making adjustments. The
development of attitudes in line with a social model of thinking in the workplace may
therefore be needed for all developmental disorders (Bell, 2010; de Beer et al., 2014; Scott et
al., 2019). Despite the fact that work is central to adult life, and the growing evidence that
people with DLD experience issues wider than communication alone, there is a paucity of
research regarding the experience of people with DLD in the workplace. In particular, no
evidence exists regarding the awareness of DLD among general managers and existing
workplace adjustments. Currently there are no published data on whether workplaces or
managers have awareness of DLD. However, there is some preliminary research on

employment in general for people with DLD, as follows.

Employment and DLD

Unlike for adults with Autism and Dyslexia, there is extremely limited literature regarding
the employment pathways of young adults with DLD. As with educational achievement, the
existing evidence suggests that the situation around employment for those with DLD is not
straightforward. For example, Clegg et al. (2005) found that rates of employment for those
with DLD were better than for autistic peers (70%) but that this declined over time with
employment rates higher in research participants’ early 20s than their mid-30s. The
employment history of participants was also reported as ‘unstable’ and characterised by long
periods of unemployment, so this decline might reflect that variability in occupational status.

A trend for lower employment when compared to peers was also reported in the Canadian
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longitudinal study by Johnson et al. (2010). More recent work from the Manchester Language
Study (Conti-Ramsden et al., 2018) reported no significant difference between young adults
with DLD and age-matched peers (AMP) in relation to numbers employed (66% for those
with DLD and 73% for AMP) and employment was reported to be ‘the most frequent main
activity’ of young adults with or without DLD (Conti-Ramsden et al., 2018). Furthermore,
similarities were noted between groups regarding the number of hours worked per week in a
main job, and job permanency. Nevertheless, there were also some important differences
between the employment status of the DLD and AMP groups, with the former more often in
part-time employment and on less secure (zero hours) contracts. Furthermore, using the
Standard Occupational Classification System (SOCS) there were differences in the types of
employment roles held, with the DLD group having fewer professional and managerial
positions than AMPs. These findings corroborate earlier data which reported that those with
DLD are more often employed in jobs which are lower status and require fewer skills,
compared to their peers (Carroll & Dockrell, 2010; Clegg et al., 2005; Johnson et al., 2010).
An additional study by Whitehouse et al. (2009) compared nineteen participants with DLD to
a group of seven peers with Pragmatic Language Impairment (PLI). In this longitudinal
study, those with DLD pursued professions with little emphasis on literacy in contrast to the

PLI participants who often worked in more technical and skilled vocations.

Together, these findings raise questions about long term workplace commitment to people
with communication difficulties, and about manager awareness of the needs and possible
adjustments for adults with DLD. These workplace perspective issues have thus far never
been explored in the literature. Interestingly, the Manchester Language Study noted that
fewer people with DLD used a CV to apply for roles, or completed face-to-face interviews,
and that only 15% of participants asked for special interview arrangements (Conti-Ramsden

et al., 2018). This need for workplace adjustments is likely a reflection of a more general lack
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of awareness of DLD among the general public (Dillenburger et al., 2013). A recent article by
Isetti (2020) proposed a theoretical model outlining the costs and benefits of disclosing a
communication difficulty to an employer. This included the influence of various workplace
factors such as the job role and organisational policies. He concluded that whilst self-
disclosure is a personal choice, more research is needed to determine which elements of
communication difficulties might serve as a barrier to employment from the workplace

perspective.

There is to our knowledge no current evidence base investigating potential barriers to
employment for adults with DLD from a workplace perspective, and this study is the first to

directly address manager awareness of these issues.

The present study

The evidence presented above indicates that a) DLD is one of the most prevalent
developmental disorders; b) people with DLD may find employment more difficult than most
people (albeit there has been improvement over the last decade); and c) that their profile of
spoken and written language is likely to impact on their functioning in the workplace.
Previous research has also identified workplace barriers and strengths for people with less
prevalent, but more well-known disorders. Despite this, there has been no research thus far
exploring what awareness and barriers workplace managers might have regarding DLD in the
workplace. As well as providing necessary support to avoid discrimination, manager
awareness may be important when considering the long-term support needed to ensure the

successful sustained employment of people with DLD.

Specifically, we asked:

1.  What awareness do managers have of DLD and how does this compare to awareness of

ASD and other developmental disorders?
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2. What is the extent of training on DLD and other developmental disorders in the
workplace?

3. What essential qualities are managers looking for and what barriers to employment are
perceived to be most significant by managers?

4. What strategies do managers report as currently in place to help support people with
DLD?

5. What are perceived strengths of people with DLD from managers?

Method

Procedure and ethics

This study was approved by the [redacted for anonymous review] Research Ethics
Committee. The survey was distributed publicly via a link on social media, between
November 2018 and January 2019. The survey was hosted via Qualtrics and made available
via various online social media sites including Twitter and Facebook using hashtags such as
#business and #managers. The links were posted by authors on individual pages and via the
university department accounts. Content was not specifically promoted using particular
algorithms or promotional posts. Managers were given a descriptive summary of the project
at the start of the survey and consent was obtained before allowing access to the

questionnaire. All responses were completely anonymous.

Recruitment and participants

We recruited a convenience sample consisting of those who followed the link to Qualtrics

from social media. Participation was anonymous and respondents were not incentivised to
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take part in the questionnaire. One criterion for participation was that the participant had to
formally submit the completed survey. Of the 119 participants who began the survey, 77 of
these actively completed it. The other key eligibility criterion was that participants were
currently managing in any sector which could include line management, training, hiring, and
interviewing duties. Participants were asked to confirm that they were responsible for at least
2 of the above at the start of the survey. Of the 77 who submitted the survey, all but 3
confirmed they were line managers (42 for 1-5 people; 25 for 5-25 people; and 7 managed
more than 25 people). The remaining 3 respondents were responsible for hiring and training
new staff and all 3 had the term manager in their job title. As the survey was anonymous, it
was not clear why some participants failed to complete it, and there was no clear pattern to

withdrawal. The final participant pool characteristics are presented in Table 1.

As the survey was distributed online, respondents included were both national and
international and came from a wide array of private, public professional and educational
sectors (16 education; 13 unspecified private business; 12 information, communications and
administrative; 12 financial sector; 6 retail or real estate; 6 unspecified public sector; 4
construction, transport or storage; 3 health and social work; 3 professional or scientific; 2
mining, energy or water). There was an equal split between public and private employers
with an even distribution across gender. Age was measured in six categories in 10-year
segments. Over 80% of participants were educated to undergraduate degree level or above.

See Table 1 for details.

[Table 1 about here]

Materials

The survey consisted of 31 questions and was developed to gather information about

managers’ awareness of DLD and other developmental disorders. The survey (including
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instructions sheet) is provided in Supplementary Materials. Participants were initially asked
10 demographic questions including information about their place of work including size of
the business or employer, type of employment and how long they had been employed in that
position. The survey included items regarding manager awareness of DLD and other
developmental disorders. It then asked participants to reflect on the potential strengths and
needs of people with DLD, both before and after being provided with a definition of DLD
(see Fig 1). Finally, the questionnaire asked about barriers to employment and the provision
of training. The questions presented in the survey had varying response options including
ranking statements, O to 100 scales, and multiple-choice formats. Questions were based on a
previous student pilot project, and on existing literature from other developmental disorders.
The current survey was also run past 3 general managers to test for readability, length and
acceptability. However, no formal pilot was undertaken. Additional open questions were
used, allowing managers to elaborate on their responses and broaden the presented options.

The survey took around 20 minutes to complete.

[Fig 1 about here]

Analysis

Quantitative survey data were analysed using descriptive methods. Where possible, data
were statistically analysed with non-parametric tests of association and difference using SPSS
v.25. Non-parametric analyses were chosen due to the ordinal data and non-normal
distributions in much of the data. Where answers were ‘ranked’ items, statistical tests were
not appropriate. Note that not all questions in the survey were analysed due to missing data.
Additionally, a preliminary qualitative analysis was conducted on the managers’ views of

strengths of people with DLD in the workplace. For this analysis, data were transcribed and
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then described. However, a full qualitative analysis was not attempted here due to the limited

data set.

Results

1) Awareness of developmental disorders

The number of managers who reported being aware of DLD (23/77; 29.9%) and SLI (21/77,;
23%) was lower than awareness of the other developmental disorders (Friedman £(4)=206.0,
p<0.001). Responses of “not sure” were also higher for DLD (7/77; 9.1%) and SLI (6/77;
7.8%). For all other developmental disorders asked about in the survey, awareness was 77/77
(100%)*. For those who had heard of either DLD or SLI, 9 people first heard about it
through training at work, 4 people knew someone with DLD from school or personal life, and
3 people knew someone with DLD in their professional life. Thirteen people chose ‘other’,
and 10 of these managers listed sources including previous non-work training (n=2) a relative
working in speech and language therapy or special education (n=3), or hearing the term in the

media, or on the internet (n=5).

An exact sign test revealed that the number of participants who identified as working with
someone with DLD post-definition (22/75, 29.3%) was significantly higher (z= 6.710,
p=0.001) than before being given a definition (5/77, 6.5%). This change largely arose from

those who were “not sure” changing to “yes”. Fig.2 outlines the full responses.

[Fig.2 about here]

115/77 had heard of both DLD and SLI. In total, 29/77 (38%) managers had heard of either DLD or SLI.
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2) Reported training on developmental disorders in the workplace

Table 2 outlines training received across the sample. In total 71 managers responded. All
reported training levels were relatively low, with the highest amount of training in Dyslexia
(24171, 33%) compared to 20/71 (28%) for ASD and 19/71 (27%) for ADHD. Only 9/71

(13%) managers had received training in DLD (Cochran’s Q (3)=21.5, p<0.001).

[Table 2 about here]

Of the 9 managers who had received training on DLD, 2/9 (22%) also felt their training was
inadequate. However, this was not out of line with other disorders: For Dyslexia, 5/24 (21%);
for ASD, 4/20 (20%); and for ADHD 5/19 (26%) felt that training was inadequate. Due to

small numbers these figures were not statistically analysed.

[Table 3 about here]

3) Essential employee gualities and potential barriers to employment

Managers were asked to rank 4 potential qualities of employees as 1 (essential) to 4 (not
important at all). Five managers did not respond to this question. Fig 3 shows the frequency
with which each option was selected as ‘essential’, and indicates that being able to articulate
ideas (n=28/72; 38.8%), and building good rapport and relationships (n=28/72; 38.8%) were
most often ranked in first place. Having qualifications (n=9/72; 12.5%) or high levels of
concentration (n=8/72; 9.7%) were less often rated as essential qualities. Because of the

ranking method used, data was not analysed statistically.

[Fig 3 about here]

We asked about barriers in two ways: person-based challenges and managerial challenges.
Managers were asked to first identify possible person-based barriers out of a list of six. In

total 74 managers answered this item with a significantly different pattern across options
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(Cochran’s Q (5) =106.53, p<0.001). Fig 4 shows the data. The top three barriers identified
by managers were interviewing (65/74, 87.8%; significantly more frequent than all other
options; all Dunn’s ps<0.001), reading and understanding instructions (35/74, 47.3%;
significantly more frequent than job requirements, p=0.001; and CV p=0.032) and the ability
to carry out the requirements of the role (30/74, 40.5% which was indicated significantly
more often than time management). Following the barriers above, others identified were
personal relationships (23/74, 31.1%), being tasked to fill out a CV or application form
(17/74, 23%) and lastly time management and organisation skills (11/74, 14.9%). These were

not significantly different from one another (all Dunn’s p values>0.6).

For the job requirements option, respondents were making a judgement dependent on their
own workplace. However, a few managers optionally left descriptions of what requirements
these might be, and most were associated with speed and pressure. The comments included
“client facing interactions on complex topics with tight deadlines” (Participant ID 4);
“reading training materials and guides” (Participant ID 44); “being the go-to person in the
group for a particular process or task” (Participant ID 47); “ability to interpret a task in a

pressure situation” (Participant ID 58) and “pitching for funding” (Participant ID 65).

[Fig 4 about here]

Next potential barriers from an organizational perspective were ranked by managers from 1
to 7 with lower scores indicating the most salient barriers (e.g., 1 is the biggest barrier to
employment). Table 5 shows that the item ranked as the most important barrier was a lack of
awareness of strengths of those with DLD (mean rank 2.97(1.87)), followed by lack of staff
awareness (3.32(1.78)). The least important barriers were awareness of external organisations
which could provide support (4.82(1.81)) and financial barriers (4.81(1.96)). Because of the

large number of sectors represented by participants, small group numbers, and the ranking
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method used, it was not possible to statistically analyse the data or determine whether

perceived barriers differed across sectors.

[Table 5 about here]

4) Strateqgies currently in place to support people with DLD

Managers were asked to indicate which strategies were in place to support people with DLD.
The most identified option was “no known strategies in place” with 41/77 participants
identifying this option (53.2%) (Cochran’s Q (7) = 86.97, p<0.001). Support plans identified
included opportunities to work from home when required (19/77, 24.7%), staff training to
raise awareness (10/77, 13.0%), using a personal mentor (10/77, 13.0%), and use of visual
support tools (10/77, 13.0%), all of which were identified significantly less often in
comparison to ‘no strategy’ (all Dunn’s p<0.001). None of the other strategy frequencies
were significantly different from one another. Three participants ticked ‘other’ and these all
referred to commitment from senior management and awareness of diversity. See table 6 for
a full list of current strategies in place. We then asked managers how feasible each of these
would be to put in place. As can be seen from table 6, most strategies were felt to be feasible

by the majority of managers.

[Table 6 about here]

5) Strengths of people with DLD as perceived by managers

Managers were asked to comment on strengths they felt characterized people with DLD in
the workplace. This was an open-text question, and so responses were submitted to a
preliminary descriptive analysis. Table 7 shows the responses. A strong work ethic was

described by 5 of the 18 participants using language such as ‘hard working’, ‘focused’, and
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‘wanting to get things done properly’. Ten participants described personality traits as
strengths in the workplace. This concept was then separated into two potential content
groups; strength of character and compassion. Seven participants identified strength of
character using terms such as ‘resilience’ and ‘determination’. Three participants labelled

strengths as ‘empathy’ and ‘compassion’.

[Table 7 about here]

Discussion

This study is the first to our knowledge that reports on the awareness of DLD amongst
workplace managers. Only around a quarter of managers had heard of the term, and
importantly recognition of DLD rose significantly following a provided definition.
Awareness of DLD was in sharp contrast to awareness of other disorders with similar or
lower prevalence and long-term effects, which were recognised by all respondents. Despite
this, managers reported low occurrence and low satisfaction with training on developmental

disorders across the board.

For managers who were aware of DLD, some individual and workplace barriers to
employment were noted. The most salient issues for managers were interviewing and job
skills for the individual and lack of awareness and training at the corporate level.
Nevertheless, some managers did report having some strategies in place which could support
people with DLD in the workplace, which is a positive finding. Several also commented on
the potential strengths of someone with DLD in the workplace, and these fell into the two

broad themes of work ethic and personality.
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Conti-Ramsden et al. report that education and employment in young people are important
measures of how well individuals are “prepared for the rest of their lives” (Conti-Ramsden et
al., 2018, p.250). The International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health
framework (ICF) (WHO, 2001) can be used to position employers and managers as important
environmental factors that are likely to have an impact on employment outcomes (Erickson et
al., 2014). By considering manager awareness, this research begins to examine the landscape

into which people with DLD are entering the workplace.

Awareness of DLD

It is perhaps unsurprising that awareness of DLD and SLI (29.9% and 23% respectively) was
lower than for ASD (100%). It was also apparent that some participants were unsure of
whether they had heard of DLD or SLI (9.1% and 7.8%). This uncertainty was not found in
relation to ASD or any of the other developmental disorders asked about in the survey. On
the other hand, the level of awareness might also seem higher than expected from general
awareness reported at a clinical level and given recent changes in terminology (Bishop et al.,
2017). Indeed, while respondents were managers in a wide range of industry sectors, it is
worth noting that the dissemination of this survey was via the social media accounts of a
large speech and language training centre, and this may have led to recruitment of a sample
which was particularly interested or engaged in language and communication issues. That is,

the lack of awareness reported here is likely to be an underestimate of the wider pattern.

As discussed above, DLD is a relatively new term which is not yet used consistently across
speech and language therapy services (Bishop, 2017). This is likely to contribute to lower
levels of awareness and greater uncertainty. However, awareness of the term SLI (23%) was
marginally lower than DLD (29.9%), even though SLI has been used for many years to refer

to a cohort of people with language difficulties. This suggests that the shift in terminology
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does not account for low awareness when compared to ASD and other developmental
disorders. In fact, given the relative recency of the term DLD, our results may be an early

indication of a greater and more broadly spread uptake of this terminology.

As reported in the introduction, DLD is estimated to occur in approximately 7-9% of children
(Norbury et al., 2016; Tomblin et al.,1997). Comparatively, Autism is estimated to have a
prevalence of 1.1% of the total population (NHS Digital, 2012), but despite this difference,
all managers had heard of Autism. The fact that managers are aware of other disorders and

not DLD has implications for the workplace and employment success.

Self-disclosure

A related factor may be the extent to which people with DLD self-identify with this term and
use it to describe themselves. For example, recent research advocates for the use of the term
“autistic” to identify and highlight neurodiversity strengths (as well as challenges) that people
with ASD experience (Kenny et al., 2016). According to Ohl et al. (2017), disclosure of
Autism is linked to higher employment rates. Thus, declaring a developmental disorder at
application may mean that workplaces are more proactive in making adjustments at interview
or during employment. Moreover, the recent neurodiversity framework has emphasised
‘difference’ over ‘disorder’ in Autism (Baron-Cohen, 2017); and autistic people often

consider their Autism to be a central component of personal identity (Kenny et al., 2016).

Positive self-identification of this kind is rarely reported of people with DLD, and doing so
might support their employment experience. However, Isetti’s recent model (2020) suggests
that there are both costs and benefits of disclosing a communication difficulty in the
workplace. However, it is important to note that for DLD, the general lack of awareness adds
a layer of complexity to the decisions around self-disclosure and effective support strategies.

Our findings start to give some indication of areas which would and would not be seen as
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barriers for employers, which may help to move towards more positive employment
outcomes for people with DLD. Nevertheless, further research should seek to examine the
extent to which people with DLD identify with the terminology and how they manage their
diagnosis, especially in the context of education and work. It should be noted that it is not the
responsibility of those with DLD to educate employers. In fact, managers may have an
important role to play in facilitating disclosure of a diagnosis by providing adequate support
infrastructure. Dyslexia is an example of a developmental learning disorder where awareness
and support are at a sufficient level to actively encourage disclosure and support within the
workplace (Moody, 2015). Our data suggest that this would not be the case for someone

entering the workplace with a diagnosis of DLD.

Barriers to employment

In line with low awareness of DLD among many managers, lack of awareness was perceived
by managers who did know about DLD to be the most significant barrier to employment.
Furthermore, significantly more managers in our sample recognised that they worked with
someone who had DLD following a brief description. This finding suggests that awareness

raising is needed initially at a very basic level.

Conversely, financial considerations were not perceived to be a barrier to employment for
people with DLD. We did not collect qualitative information to elucidate this further.
However, this finding may be because managers had low awareness of DLD related needs
and thus could not fully consider financial implications of employing people with DLD. It
could also indicate that the costs of education, training, and support for employees with DLD
were not considered to be an undue financial concern. While in UK legislation it is against

the law for an employer to discriminate against an employee because of a disability (The UK
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Equality Act, 2010), it is nonetheless reassuring that in an anonymous survey, financial

barriers were deprioritised.

It should be noted that although no obvious patterns regarding barriers were apparent across
sectors, the current study was unable to investigate this in a valid way due to the way in
which work sector information was asked, and because of the small numbers of participants
from some sectors. Future studies should aim to investigate whether perceived barriers differ
across different sectors. Furthermore, although we have collected some ad hoc qualitative
information about the concerns of managers regarding employees carrying out job

requirements, a systematic qualitative study is needed to fully understand this barrier.

Strengths of people with DLD in the workplace

Perceived strengths of employees with DLD (from those managers who were aware of the
disorder) fell into two categories: work ethic and personality. Work ethic was a clear theme
with descriptions such as, “works hard”, “hard working” and “thorough”. These are qualities
to be celebrated and they complement Conti-Ramsden and Durkin’s (2012) findings of low

truancy levels in school amongst this population.

Recurring terms relating to personality included “resilience” and “determination”, which give
a strong sense of character. Qualities of “compassion” and “empathy” build a positive picture
of this population that is appealing to work alongside. If these strengths can be promoted and
harnessed within the workplace, this could yield a number of benefits for individuals with
DLD. One benefit could be the increase of individuals’ self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is
important as it has been used as a measure for personal success and defined as a resource in
the workplace (Leather et al., 2011; Loeb et al., 2016), as well as mediating depression in
DLD (Botting et al., 2016). Individuals with the associated disorder Dyslexia, who had

negative emotions regarding their diagnosis, were also found to have lower self-efficacy in a
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study by Nalavany et al. (2017). Another benefit could be the encouragement of self-
identification at the interview stage, currently found to be at 15% (Conti-Ramsden et al.,
2018). This would allow for employers to make reasonable adjustments, for example with
CVs and face to face interviews. Fewer individuals with DLD engage well with these aspects
of employment compared to peers (Conti-Ramsden et al., 2018). These adjustments may
ultimately also increase the likelihood of employment (Ohl et al., 2017), however, to date
there is no existing literature on how people with DLD describe themselves and their
strengths. A wider knowledge of these strengths alongside much needed awareness raising

could also minimise the above barriers to employment.

Limitations

It should be noted that these survey results are representative of a self-selecting sample who
were likely to have become aware of the survey via the social media sampling approach. The
status of respondents as managers was only as reported by the participants, although several
questions were asked to confirm that this meant line managing and/or hiring individuals. It is
also possible that awareness of DLD in this sample is inflated due to overlapping areas of
interest for people following the departmental Twitter account. Indeed, the survey has been
completed by more managers in educational settings than might be expected from a
representative sample. However, this makes it even more notable that awareness of DLD is
significantly lower than for other disorders. A similar sampling bias may have arisen in terms
of geographical area of participants, who were based mostly in the south east of England.
Although no specific algorithms were used, the university is based in this region, and may
have increased social media reach for people who are nearer geographically. It is important
that future studies ensure a more even spread of respondents so that other regions of the UK

are represented.
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Similarly, due to the limited number of managers in our sample with experience of working
with someone who has DLD (24/77), the qualitative analysis of strengths is clearly based on a
small sample. Extending the survey to include more participants would doubtless provide
richer data about DLD in the workplace. It would also be interesting to know which jobs
were held by the individuals with DLD who were identified by our participant managers.
There were a number of respondents who did not complete the whole survey. Following our
ethics conditions, we did not include their data here. However, completion of the survey may
not have been at random, and those who were more engaged and who found the content

relevant to their experience as managers may have completed the survey at higher rates.

We were interested in gaining the views of managers about employing people with DLD.
However, future research also needs to ask adults with DLD themselves about workplace
experiences, including barriers and facilitators. Similar research in Autism has shown
interesting and important mismatches between manager and employee viewpoints (Nicholas

et al., 2018), emphasising the need to gather data from all sources.

Finally, although we do report information about accommaodations already being made, and a
broad question on what employers are looking for in a new employee, it would have been
useful to know what skills managers felt were needed in each particular employment
instance, and in relation to difficulties experienced in DLD. This type of data is not well
suited to anonymous survey methodology, and in future in depth interviews would be a useful

next step.

Clinical Implications and conclusions

As mentioned earlier, the ICF (WHO, 2001), provides a social model of disability, which can
also be used to contextualise employers as an environmental factor that can facilitate or

hinder employment outcomes for those with disabilities such as DLD (Erickson et al., 2014).
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This speaks to the key theme of awareness emerging from this research, both in relation to
low reported awareness among managers themselves, but also (and perhaps more
importantly), the finding that lack of staff awareness was recognised by managers as a
possible barrier to employment for those with DLD. Thus, a significant real-world
implication is that more needs to be done in the workplace to increase managers’ basic
awareness of DLD. This lack of awareness was apparent across all sectors and sizes of
organisation. One possible approach would be to focus on training programmes. Alongside
this, public health and media campaigns, as well as self-declaration by those with DLD may
also help to improve awareness and employment outcomes. Recently a number of initiatives
have been successfully launched which aim to facilitate this process, for example the Raising

Awareness of Developmental Language Disorder (RADLD, UK based: https://radld.org);

DLD & Me (US based: https://dldandme.org); The DLD Project (Australia based:

https://thedldproject.com); and Engage with DLD (E-DLD: https://www.engage-dld.com).

The discussion above has touched on some of the reasons why awareness of DLD is below
that of other developmental disorders. Based on the results reported in this paper and the
findings reported by Ohl et al. (2017), further research into self-identification and self-

advertising for those with DLD could be a valuable avenue for investigation.


https://radld.org/
https://dldandme.org/
https://thedldproject.com/
https://www.engage-dld.com/
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Table 1: Participant demographics

Characteristics

Total sample n=77

n (%)
Gender 77
Female 39 (50.6)
Male 38 (49.4)
Age (categories) 77
18-25 years 0 (0)
26-35 years 35 (45.5)
36-45 years 25(32.5)
46-55 years 8 (10.1)
56-65 years 7(9.1)
Over 65 years 2(2.3)
Highest level of education 77
GCSE, GCE, O levels etc 4 (5.2)
Vocational qualification 3(3.9)
(diploma, certificate, BTEC)
A-levels 3(3.9)
Undergraduate degree 26 (33.8)
Postgraduate degree 40 (52)
PhD/Doctoral 1(1.2)
Where are you based? 77
East of England 8 (10.4)
Ireland 1(1.3)
Northeast 2(1.3)
Northwest 3(1.3)
Other country 12 (15.6)
Southeast 46 (60)
Southwest 8 (10.4)
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Fig.1: Definition of DLD given to participants.
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DEFINITION

DLD can be described as a persistent developmental language and communication need that
cannot be explained by an obvious cause such as being deaf or having an intellectual disability or
having English as a second language. The challenges might include:

Having trouble understanding instructions

Finding conversation difficult

Picking the wrong word

Having a limited vocabulary

Needing extra help and time to process what someone has said or written

DLD affects around 7% of all people and is a lifelong disorder. It used to be called Specific
Language Impairment (SLI).

Fig.2: Managers’ known experience of working with someone with DLD pre- and post-

definition.
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Table 2: The number of participants who had received training across disorders.

24 (33%) 9 (12%) 20 (28%) 19 (27%)

Table 3: Manager perception of training.

Yes 19 (25%) 7 (9%) 16 (21%) 14 (18%)

No 52 (67%) 64 (83%) 55 (71%) 57 (74%)

No response 6 (8%) 6 (8%) 6 (8%) 6 (8%)
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Fig 3: Frequency with which employee qualities were ranked as 1 (essential).
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Fig 4. Personal barriers that managers perceive may be an issue for people with DLD.
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Table 5: Perceived managerial barriers to employment for people with DLD (mean rank).

38

Perceived barriers to employment Mean (SD)

Financial 4.81(1.96)

Practical support 3.46(1.50)

No guidelines from management 3.64(2.1)

Lack of staff awareness 3.32(1.78)

Training 4.99(1.95)

Lack of awareness of strengths 2.97(1.87)

Lack of awareness of external oragnisations who 4.82(1.81)

can provide support

Table 6. List of current and feasible workplace strategies.
Present Feasible

No known strategies 41 (53%) N/A
Adapted interview process 9 (12%) 64 (83%)
Alternative communication devices (visual support) 10 (13%) 42 (55%)
Personal mentor 10 (13%) 21 (27%)
Working from home / able to choose work base 19 (25%) 54 (70%)
Quiet / private space 7 (9%) 44 (57%)
Team building / running job trials 7 (9%) 28 (36%)
Regular staff training 10 (13%) 45 (58%)
Other 3 (4%) N/A

(answers not mutually exclusive)
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Table 7: Participant descriptions of strengths of individuals with DLD.

Participant
number Text response Potential category

1 Resilience resilient
2 They are very resilient resilient
3 Living with DLD experience
4 Creative creativity
5 Hard to find one when you don’t work closely with the person unknown
6 Hard working, wanted to get things done properly work ; thorough
7 Enthusiasm enthusiasm
3 Compassionate compassion
9 Determination determined

10 Finding different ways to communicate resourceful

11 Simple language language

12 Empathy empathy

13 thorough thorough

14 Focus focus

15 The person may be more focused on their work than someone who is more social. ~ focus

16 Innovative thinker creativity

17 Empathy for children with DLD empathy

18 Works hard work
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Supplementary material: DLD and the Workplace Study survey.

Welcome!

This study is being conducted by: [redacted for blind review] as part of a Speech and Language
Therapy qualification. The project is being carried out by BSc and MSc students. The project
supervisor is [redacted for blind review].

Purpose of the research

To gain insight into manager awareness of developmental language disorders (DLD) in the
workplace.

Why | have | been invited to take part?

You have reached this page by clicking the link in our open social media invitation. You should only
complete this survey if you are currently a manager. We are interested in managers’ views of
language disorder in the workplace.

Your role in this research

If you decide to participate, you will complete a questionnaire based on your experience. This
guestionnaire will primarily focus on your awareness of DLD including any experience you have of
recruiting, managing, and working with people who have DLD. Time required: The survey will take
approximately 15 minutes to complete.

Data protection

Information collected will be used only for the purpose(s) set out in this statement and your consent
is conditional on the University complying with its duties and obligations under the General Data
Protection Regulation (GDPR). This study has been approved by [university] Research Ethics
Committee. The information from this questionnaire will be held by [redacted for blind review] as

data controller and processed for the purposes of research. [redacted for blind review] considers the
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lawful basis for processing this data to fall under Article 6(1)(e) of GDPR (public task) as the
processing of research participant data is necessary for learning and teaching purposes.
Confidentiality

By entering this questionnaire, your geographical region and job role will only be used by the
research team and will not be identifiable in the final report of the project, or future publications,
except in general summarised data. That is, when research results are reported, responses will be
aggregated (added together) and described in summary. Your anonymous responses for the
guestionnaire as a whole will only be seen staff and students [redacted] and will never be shared
with other organisations or any other third party.

Participation and withdrawal

By clicking the button below, you acknowledge that your participation is completely voluntary and
that you are aware that you may choose to stop taking part at any time by exiting the survey. You
can do so without giving a reason and without disadvantage to yourself. Your responses will only be
saved when the "Submit" button is placed at the end of the survey. Clicking the submit button at the
termination of the questionnaire to re-confirms your participation in this study, and since the data is
anonymous, it will be impossible to retrieve your data once submitted. Only submitted surveys will
count in data analysis. Please note that this survey will be best displayed on a laptop or desktop
computer. Some features may be less compatible for use on a mobile device.

Queries

If you have questions or concerns about this research, please contact the project supervisor:
[redacted for blind review]. If you have any problems, concerns, or questions about this study, you
should ask to speak to a member of the research team in the first instance. If you are dissatisfied
with the response, you may contact the Information Compliance Team at [redacted for blind
review], who will liaise with [redacted for blind review], to answer your query. If you are dissatisfied
with [redacted for blind review] response you may also complain to the Information Commissioner’s

Office at www.ico.org.uklf you wish to speak to someone else independent from the study, you can
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do this by phoning [redacted for blind review], and ask to speak to the [redacted for blind review],
and inform them that the name of the project is: Manager awareness of Developmental Language
Disorder in the workplace

You could also write to the Secretary at: [redacted for blind review]. [Redacted for blind review]

holds insurance policies which apply to this study.

| understand that:

The study involves me completing the questionnaire

The data will be held by [redacted for blind review] as data controller as a

public task (teaching and learning) (GDPR 6(e)

All information is anonymous and confidential

My participation is voluntary and no answers will be saved until | press

submit at the end

[Redacted for blind review] will process this information which will only be

used for the purposes above

| agree to take part in this study
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What is your gender?

Male

Female

Other

Prefer not to say

What is your age?

Under 25 years

26-35 years

36-45 years

46-55 years

56-65 years

Over 65 years
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Where are you based?

East of England

Midlands

Northwest

Northeast

Southeast

Southwest

Wales

Scotland

Northern Ireland

Ireland

Other country
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What is your highest educational qualification?

GCSE, GCE, O levels, etc

A levels

Vocational qualification (diploma, certificate, BTEC)

Undergraduate degree

Postgraduate degree

PhD/Doctorate

What area of business do you work in?

V Agriculture, forestry & fishing ... Private sector (other)

What is your job title?
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How long have you been in a managerial role?

0-2 years

3-5years

6-10 years

10+ years
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We are interested in what your main duties are in your managerial role. Tick all that apply.

| write job specifications

| interview candidates

| hire employees

| train employees

| line manage 1-5 people

| line manage 5-25 people

| line manage more than 25 people

| am the director or most senior person at my place of work
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How many people work at your place of employment?

1-10

11-50

51-199

200 upwards

When recruiting for employment please rank the following attributes you are looking for? 1 being
essential, 4 being not important

_____ Being able to articulate new ideas in a precise, timely and confident manner
______Qualifications such as degree level education

______ Being able to effectively build rapport with colleagues

High levels of concentration - ability to spend long periods of time attending to a task
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Have you heard of any of the following?

Developmental
Language Disorder
(also known as DLD)
Autism (also known as
ASD)

Attention Deficit and
Hyperactivity Disorder

(also known as ADHD)

Dyslexia

Specific Language
Impairment (also

known as SLI)

Yes

No

Not Sure
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When did you hear/learn about DLD/SLI?

| know someone in my personal life who has DLD

| know someone professionally who has DLD

| knew someone at school/university who had DLD

| have had training about it at work

Other

What was the main way you become aware of the fact you were working with someone who has

DLD?

They told me informally

They told me formally e.g. as part of appraisal

It was in a report

Other staff told me

It was detailed in the interview/recruitment process

| deduced that they had DLD from my own understanding
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Even if you have not heard of the term DLD, can you think of somebody you know who has weaker

communication/language which is not simply due to having English as an additional language?

Yes

No

Can you describe the key difficulties they have?
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Which of the following would you most associate with Developmental Language Disorder? Please

tick all that apply.
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A person with DLD has trouble with their conversation skills such as connecting topics or

describe a series of events

A person with DLD was naughty in school

A person with DLD has a reduced vocabulary

A person with DLD did not receive a good education

A person with DLD prefers to spend time on their own

A person with DLD has a learning disability

A personal with DLD is socially awkward

DLD is a childhood disorder, and will be grown out of

A person with DLD has low levels of concentration

A person with DLD has trouble reading

A person with DLD doesn’t speak

You can’t understand what someone with DLD says
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Do you currently work with someone who has DLD?

Yes

No

Not sure

DEFINITION

DLD can be described as a persistent developmental language and communication need that
cannot be explained by an obvious cause such as being deaf or having an intellectual disability or
having English as a second language. The challenges might include:

Having trouble understanding instructions

Finding conversation difficult

Picking the wrong word

Having a limited vocabulary

Meeding extra help and time to process what someone has said or written

DLD affects around 7% of all people and is a lifelong disorder. It used to be called Specific
Language Impairment (SLI}.
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Now that you see the definition of DLD above, do you think you have you ever worked with

someone who meets this description?

Yes

No

Not sure

If yes: Thinking about any colleagues with DLD can you give one strength and one weakness relevant

to the workplace?

Strength

Weakness

How feasible do you think it would be at present to employ someone with DLD in your organisation?

0O 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 950 100

0-100% '
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Please indicate whether you
agree or disagree with the
statements below.

A person with DLD will
perform the same as others
in a noisy environment
Someone with DLD should
not work in a role where
they have to deal with
customers / clients

A person with DLD will be
good at public speaking

A person with DLD will be
good at repetitive tasks

A person with DLD will
perform better when
completing short tasks that
involve clear guidelines and
goals

A person with DLD will be
good in a managerial role
A person with DLD will
benefit from a flexible

contract

Disagree

Don't know

Agree
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A person with DLD will be
better suited to a non-
professional role

The best role may vary
according to the individual
with DLD

DLD affects men more than
women

A person with DLD has low

intelligence

What are the potential barriers your workplace may have in employing someone with DLD? Please
rank the following options from (1) biggest barrier to (7) smallest barrier.

e Financial restrictions (for providing support)

e Lack of practical support in implementing strategies

o No guidelines from higher management about hiring people with communication disorders

e Lack of staff awareness of needs and support strategies

e Training too time consuming/expensive

e Lack of awareness of strengths of people with DLD and how this applies to your workplace

e Lack of awareness of external organisations available for support in hiring those with DLD
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Have you received training through work about:

DLD

ASD

ADHD

Dyslexia

Do you think you have received adequate training?

Yes

DLD

ASD

ADHD

Dyslexia

No
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Which of the following do you think could be the biggest barriers to employment for people with

DLD?

Completing a CV or application form

Interviewing

Relationships / Making friends

Time management skills and organisation

Carrying out the requirements of the job

Reading and understanding instructions

Are there any other barriers that come to mind?
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What support / adjustments does your work currently have in place for employees with a Speech,
Language and Communication Need (SLCN) such as Developmental Language Disorder (DLD)? (tick

all that apply)

An adapted interview process

Alternative communication devices such as visual support or technical apps

A personal mentor

The opportunity to work from home when required

A designated room or area for employees to use such as a quiet room or

sensory space

Team building exercises such as away days / running job trials

Regular staff training to raise awareness of language issues

Other, please specify

None that | know of
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Below are some strategies that could be implemented to support someone with DLD in the

workplace. How feasible would it be to implement these changes in your workplace?

Changing and adapting
the interview process
Asking what work
environment is best
for the potential
employee

Providing a workplace
mentor

Giving a private space
to go to when needed
Team days / Running
job trials to identify
areas of support
needed

Workplace training on
DLD for all staff
Supplementing
communication
through the use of

visual tools or gestures

Very feasible

Unsure

Not feasible

Which of these procedure(s) would you like to see in place to assist employees with a Speech,

Language and Communication Need (SLCN) such as Developmental Language Disorder (DLD)?
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An adapted interview process

Alternative communication devices such as visual support or technical apps.

A personal mentor

The opportunity to work from home when required

A designated room or area for employees to use such as a quiet room or

sensory space

Team building exercises such as away days

Regular staff training to raise awareness of SLCN

Other, please specify

None - they are not really needed /relevant

Please press submit below to complete the survey

SUBMIT

62



