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Abstract

People with disabilities are largely marginalized and experienced economic exclusion for
various reasons. Aside from employers’ negative perception towards people with disabilities,
they also have the fear of costs and legal liabilities which may arise from employing disabled
employees. Moreover, as a result of social exclusion at family, community/social, and
institutional/state levels, people with disabilities have a lower chance of participating in the
labour market not only because they lack the necessary skills and education and have low
self-esteem, but also because the workplace environment is unfavourable. This research was
conducted to explore whether these factors apply to deaf employees in Johor Bahru,
Malaysia. Deaf people were chosen for this research among other types of disabilities because
they are highly preferred by the employers, and thus more likely to be employed.
Nevertheless, their participation in the labour market is still significantly low. Qualitative
methods were employed for this research whereby interviews were conducted with fourteen
deaf employees (assisted by sign language interpreters). The findings revealed three major
themes — organizational, individual and labour market factors as the cause of deaf employees
staying or leaving the company. In brief, deaf employees stay because the job suits them, they
are satisfied with the salary and the working environment, receive fair treatment, able to
communicate and have good relationship with colleagues and superiors, have patience and
able to adapt to changes in the workplace, and also because alternative employments are
scarce for them. On the flipside, deaf employees quit or intent to quit because of
communication difficulties, poor relationship with others, being bullied and discriminated at
work, unsatisfied with the salary and career development opportunities, unfavourable
working conditions, job stress, job boredom, and feeling excluded at the workplace. This
research concludes that awareness, acceptance and learning sign language are among the
ways to create a more inclusive workplace for deaf employee in specific.
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Introduction

In general, people with disabilities have a lower participation rate in the labour market
compared to non-disabled people, whereby this phenomenon is apparent in developed
countries such as in the United States (Lengnick-Hall et al, 2001) as well as in developing
countries such as in Malaysia (EPU, 2015). Among the initiatives taken by the Malaysian
government were - introducing Act 685 to protect the wellbeing of the people with disabilities
and reserving one per cent quota in government jobs. Under this Act, people with disabilities
are considered equal to other citizens, which mean they are entitled to access public facilities,
amenities, services, buildings, public transport facilities, education, and employment, among
others. Nevertheless, despite these efforts, the participation of people with disabilities
remains low. As evidence, based on EPU (2015) a mere 0.2% of people with disabilities were
employed in the Malaysian public sector.

In the past, much research in the context of Malaysia has focused on people with
disabilities of all types [for example Salleh, Abdullah & Buang (2001); Lee, Abdullah & Mey
(2011); Khoo, Tiun & Lee (2013a); Khoo, Tiun & Lee (2013b); Tiun & Khoo (2013); Islam
(2015)]. These studies revealed various factors that inhibit the employment of people with
disabilities, such as — the lack of mobility and suitable jobs in the labour market (Tiun & Khoo,
2013), workplace discrimination, exploitation, bullying (Khoo, Tiun & Lee, 2013), denied rights
to training, employment, and job placement (Salleh, Abdullah & Buang, 2001), and social
exclusion at family, community/social, and institutional/state level (Islam, 2015).

However, among all types of disabilities, deaf people are found to be employers’
preferred choice (YPKDT, 2017), and in fact, the only disabled people who may be employed
by the small medium enterprise (SME) in Malaysia (Shahari & Abd Latib, 2006). According to
Johnson (1993), employers tend to have a positive perception towards deaf people as they
believe that deaf employees can perform their jobs comparable to hearing employees.
Moreover deaf people are seen as physically indifferent from other hearing people except
they are not able to communicate verbally (Mohamed, 2005). This implies that deaf people
have a higher chance of being employed, but in statistic, their participation remains low.
Based on a report by JKM (2016), there were approximately 409,269 registered people with
disabilities whereby 7.8% or 31,937 of them were registered deaf people. And out of deaf
population, nearly 65% of them are working age population (19 — 59 years old). Nevertheless
the Malaysian government still fails to achieve its one per cent employment target (across all
types of disabilities) (Landau, 2018).

Besides, past studies have suggested that the needs of deaf employees may be
different from other types of disabilities. In specific, deaf employees mainly experienced
communication barrier at the workplace as sign language can be considered as a foreign
language for hearing people (Luft, 2000). As a result, miscommunication becomes the main
challenge for deaf employees (Tiun & Khoo, 2013) and will eventually lead to exclusion at the
workplace (Islam, 2015). This communication need which is influenced by affiliation,
affection, and control, if fulfilled, will have a positive psychosocial impact on deaf people
(Scheetz, 2004). Based on these distinct characteristics of deaf people, this study seeks to
gauge into other factors than communication barriers that make deaf employees stay and
leave their companies.

Characteristics of Deaf People, Social Exclusion and Labour Market Marginalization

Deaf people, within its population are in fact heterogeneous whereby they are divided
into specific characteristics known as spectrum. This spectrum is determined based on, the;
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(i) degree of hearing loss, (ii) age when hearing loss occurs, (iii) type of hearing loss, (iv) cause
of hearing loss, (v) whether the parents are people with hearing loss too, (vi) level of
education the person with hearing loss have, (vii) personal characteristics of the person with
hearing loss, (viii) psychosocial background of the parents and other family members, (ix)
main mode of communication with hearing people, and (x) the person’s ties to the deaf
community (Ogden, 1996).

The differences in the spectrums influence the way deaf people integrate with the
society, their mental health, the way they think and also their learning acquisition (Fellinger,
Holzinger and Pollard, 2012). For instance, according to Bat-Chava (1993) deaf children with
deaf parents exhibit a better self-esteem than deaf children with hearing parents. They also
have a higher self-esteem when the mode of communication used at home is sign language
rather than oral language. Besides that, deaf or hard hearing children who started using
hearing aid at a younger age also appear to demonstrate a higher level of self-esteem that
those who do not (Theunissen et al., 2004). However on the contrary, Lesar & Vitulic (2013)
found that students with a severe hearing loss tend to have negative emotions and thoughts
compared to those with a moderate hearing loss. These lead to a conclusion that a deaf
person’s self-concept and self-esteem are largely determined by their spectrums, which may
explain why, as adult, deaf people shy away from the labour market.

However, these different spectrums are only one part of the puzzle. Past studies have
also shown evidence where people with disabilities experienced social exclusion and being
marginalized from the labour market. There are two perspectives in this regard. The first
perspective; social exclusion can happen at societal or/and at individual levels whereby the
minority is unable to integrate and/or participate in the mainstream social activities or to
build meaningful relations with the society (Silver and Miller, 2006) caused by limited access
to public transportation (Tiun & Khoo, 2013), unfavourable working environment
(Sanmagaraja and Ta Wee, 2011), low level of education (Mare$ and Sirovatka, 2005) etc.
Whilst the second perspective is vice versa; it happens when the minority excluded the
majority when they are in a situation where they wanted to withdraw from the mainstream
society (Barry, 1998). In the context of people with disabilities, both perspectives occurred
because of stigmatization - people with disabilities are often seen as people with less social
power, and lower social status (Major and Eccleston, 2005).

The factors presented here suggest the complexities of the challenges faced by the
people with disabilities. Regardless, their participation and inclusion in the labour market is
crucial to achieve national productivity, to cope with ageing workforce (Powers, 2008), and
to improve the national economic as well as social landscape (World Bank, 2005). When
people with disabilities are excluded from the labour market, they had to resort to begging,
street trading or performing arts to gain an income (Licona, 2001). According to Yeo (2005),
poverty is the result of this exclusion. His claim is supported by the World Bank (2005) — 80
per cent of people with disabilities live in developing countries and they are among the very
poorest in the developing world.

Employment and Retention of People with Disabilities

Although many efforts have been taken to increase the number of disabled people in
employment (for instance Act 685) the policies however fails to support their retention within
the organization (Resolution Report, 2016). This implies that employment is not the entire
issue with regards to people with disabilities. In fact, retention is often overlooked. Powers
(2008) argues that typical human resource management (HRM) practices may not apply for
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people with disabilities because of the different predicament that they are in. This is further
supported by Sebastian (2005) who highlighted workplace discrimination as one aspect that
has to been looked at when discussing about the retention of people with disabilities.

Moreover, existing retention models are seen as inadequate for the people with
disabilities as they are focusing on the general factors, based on the assumptions that every
person is influenced by the same factors which keep them in their position (see for example
Mills and Millsteed, 2002; Scanlan et al., 2010; Abdullah, 2010). On the other hand, the
retention factors and the challenges of retention for the people with disabilities, especially
deaf people are different than the general population as it includes the fulfilled needs of the
people with disabilities such as communication and employers’ awareness as these factors
have the capacity to promote or impede the retention of the people with disabilities,
especially deaf people (Perkins-Dock et al., 2015).

Therefore, the existing retention models are seen as inadequate to explain why people
with disabilities, in specific what causes deaf employees to stay or to leave their companies.
According to Luft (2000), unlike other people with disabilities who may need certain facilities
and structures to accommodate them, what deaf people needed most is the ability to
communicate with others using sign language.

This need is distinct from other types of disability which suggests the uniqueness of
deaf people. Whilst other physical infrastructure can be provided to assist and accommodate
to their needs, communication need is more subjective as it involves intangible support and
represents a basic human need i.e. the needs to socialize, build relationship and affiliation, to
show and receive affections etc. (Scheetz, 2004).

Deaf people in Malaysia are known to be using a few ways to communicate among
each other such as by using Malaysia Sign Language also known as Bahasa Isyarat Malaysia
(BIM) or Manually Coded Malay or Kod Tangan Bahasa Melayu (KTBM) and other types of
sign language according to their geographic location - also known as dialects. However, it is
found that the overall sign language users show enough understanding of the universal BIM
(Hurlbut, 2000).

Methodology

The data used for this study was collected by interviewing fourteen deaf people, with
the help of three sign language interpreters. The interview was conducted at SDJO (Society of
Deaf Johor Bahru) during a Chinese New Year event held at the office. In this research, the
respondents were chosen by the President of SDJO (also a deaf person) based on the basis
that they are most likely able to contribute towards the interview process and that they are
currently working in an organization. The number of respondents was determined based on
data saturation strategy (Morse, 1995; Guests et.al, 2006; Francis et.al, 2010).

Some of the questions asked were; ‘How long have you been working with the current
company?’, ‘What are the factors that make you stay in the company?’, ‘How long more do
you want to stay working in the company?’, and ‘What are the challenges that you face in this
current job?’. The interview was conducted using Malay language and BIM whereby
interpreters were hired to translate the sign language for the researcher. The researcher
asked questions to the respondent via the interpreters, and the respondents too gave their
responses via the interpreters. The interview process is depicted in Figure 1.

The data collected was then analysed using thematic analysis as suggested by Braun
& Clark (2006), and Basit (2003). Basically, it involves the following six phases: (i) familiarizing
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yourself with your data, (ii) generating initial codes, (iii) searching for themes, (iv) reviewing
themes, (v) defining and naming themes, and (vi) producing the report (Braun & Clark, 2006).

The President of [ ) The interpreter
SDJO helped in ;rnhs?/vreerse%oinr?gint?} translated the
identifying the lanquade to thge - responses and
participants for the i?\t o rg reter answers for the
iﬁview. ) L P ) L rese‘archer )
- =
[ The researcher gave ) [ The interpreter ) [ )
a brief overview to translated the The session was
the interpreter before questions into sign recorded by using
starting the language for the audio recorders
interview. ) L respondents L )
— % @ ®
The researcher gave The researcher asked
informed consent to -. interview questions
the respondent via to the respondents
the interpreter via the interpreter
\ S \ S

Figure 1: Representation of the in-depth interview process

The following table 1 shows the profile of the respondents. In brief, majority of the
respondents were male, aged between 35 to 44 years old, has vocational or skills certificate
obtained from a tertiary institution, and many of them are currently working as a factory
operator.

Table 1
Demographic Profile of the Respondents
Respondent Gender Age Highest Job Position Monthly Salary
Education
Level
Mr. A Male 25-34 Skill Production MYR501-
Certificate Operator MYR1000
Mr. B Male 35-44 Diploma Self-employed MYR2501-
Technician MYR3000
Mr. C Male 25-34 Skill Store Keeper MYR1501-
Certificate MYR2000
Mr.D Male 35-44 Skill Mechanic MYR2501-
Certificate MYR3000
Mr. E Male 35-44 Skill Welder MYR3001 and
Certificate higher
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Respondent Gender Age Highest Job Position Monthly Salary
Education
Level
Mr. F Male 25-34 Skill Factory Operator | MYR1001-
Certificate MYR1500
Mrs. G Female 35-44 Bachelor Teacher MYR3001 and
Degree higher
Ms. H Female 25-34 Polytech Graphic Designer | MYR1501-
MYR2000
Mrs. | Female 25-34 High School Clerk MYR1501-
Certificate MYR2000
Mr. ) Male 45-54 Primary Factory Operator | MYR2501-
School MYR3000
Mr. K Male 35-44 Skill Store Keeper MYR1501-
Certificate MYR2000
Mrs. L Female 25-34 Skill Factory Operator | MYR1001-
Certificate MYR1500
Ms. M Female 35-44 Primary Operator MYR1001-
School MYR1500
Certificate

Interview Findings

Why Deaf Employees Stay Working?

The interviews with deaf respondents were designed to identify the factors that make
them stay working and also the challenges that they experience that may trigger them to
leave their companies. Overall the interviews suggest that deaf employees stay because the
job suits them, they are satisfied with the salary and the working environment, receive fair
treatment, able to communicate and have good relationship with colleagues and superiors,
have patience and able to adapt to changes in the workplace, and also because alternative
employments are scarce for them. The following statement indicates their satisfaction

towards the job:

....... satisfied with my job because it is a job that | am good at and | like it so

much...

(Mr. J, Factory Operator)
...... | feel satisfied with my current job... | have never felt bored....
(Ms. M, Operator)

Besides their jobs, other factors that influence their decision to continue working are
salary and working environment:

| do not want to find other job

possibly offer the same rate of salary as | get now.

..... there is annual increment... other job cannot
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(Mr. F, Factory Operator)

| am really satisfied with the salary.
(Mr. K, Store Keeper)

It is fun at the workplace because they often make festival ceremony such as
Christmas and Hari Raya.
(Mrs. |, Clerk)

Working environment not only refers to favourable work conditions but also fair
treatment and the overall safety at the workplace. The latter was mentioned by many
respondents indicating that a safe workplace is the key to their staying decision, and this
factor is unique for deaf employees because the inability to hear means that deaf employees
may not be able to hear the fire alarm in the case of emergency. This implies that creating a
safe workplace could encourage more deaf people to join the workforce:

....the treatment from colleagues and the Principal are also fair towards me and
the others (non-disabled teachers)...
(Mrs. G, Teacher)
| have never felt afraid (unsafe) when | am at the workplace. Usually | will be a
little cautious if there is an emergency... yes, the work environment is safe.
(Mr. J, Factory Operator)

| have never felt afraid (unsafe) or anything ... the workplace environment is
safe.
(Mr. K, Store Keeper)
Workplace is safe. | have never felt danger (unsafe) or scared when | go to
work... everything is okay.
(Ms. M, Operator)

Besides safety, the ability to communicate with others at the workplace is also
important for deaf employees. When communication is effective between deaf and hearing
employees, relationship is formed which enable deaf employees to connect, express, and
exchange information with hearing employees. The forms of communication is not limited to
sign language, rather according to one respondent, he uses written communication as the
medium.

...communication is okay because | write a lot (to communicate) to my boss, to
my friends. So all the information is conveyed, it is all okay, there is no problem.
(Mr. A, Production Operator)

Whilst the ability to communicate with hearing people is important to accomplish the
job, the presence of other deaf employees at the workplace could also influence their
intention to stay working because they are able to communicate using sign language with
each other and eventually improves the overall workplace experience:
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There are also other deaf people (working) there. | communicate as usual, by
using sign language with my other friends...there are seven to eight deaf
people...and the number keeps adding.

(Mrs. |, Clerk)

The deaf employees who were interviewed also highlighted that communication is
important in order to build good relationship with hearing colleagues. Many of them indicated
that the reason for them to stay in their current job is because of the support that they
received from the work colleagues, supervisors and also their employers. They appear to
perceive good relationship with hearing colleagues as evidence that hearing employees
accept them as work colleagues despite their disability status:

...my colleagues are the ones who helped me a lot... when | just started
working... my supervisor is the one who helped me...
(Mr. A, Production Operator)

There is no pressure from other colleagues. They can accept me.
(Ms. H, Graphic Designer)

Usually if there is any problem, my supervisors and colleagues will help me to

solve the problem.
(Mr. K, Store Keeper)

My boss and colleagues never get mad or bully me, let alone do something bad

towards me... | consider them as good people. They never do anything bad to

me.

(Ms. M, Operator)

The factors mentioned above can be considered as organizational factors which are
attainable through the implementation of certain human resource policies and practices.
Apart from understanding the specific needs (i.e. safety needs) of deaf employees, gestures
of acceptance by everyone in the company also appear to be valued by deaf employees,
whereby these can be shown by treating them equally in all aspectsi.e. salary rate, increment,
work support, relationship etc. Besides organizational factors, our findings also revealed that
individual positive attitudes such as being patient and having the ability to adapt well to
changes at the workplace could also influence their staying decision.

Nevertheless, these attitudes were also found to be contributed by the limited
alternative employments for deaf employees which resort them to continue working despite
unsatisfied with the working conditions. More importantly, the interviews revealed that some
deaf employees ‘stay patient’ despite being mistreated by their employers and work
colleagues. This shows that limited job opportunities and the challenges in finding
employment seemed to influence deaf employees to stay working whilst implicitly
acknowledging that other’s ill treatment to them as acceptable. One explanation for this is
probably the negative mind-set of deaf people (i.e. low self-esteem) as a result of
stigmatization, social exclusion, and marginalization that seems to imply that they are
imperfect and thus have a lower social status:

There is a problem with the management. So when the manager slightly ignore
me compared to other hearing employees, because | am deaf, | feel a little left
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out...when | asked for a help, others do not help me...so | myself try to solve
the problems... so | just be patient, and still continue working just like
everybody else. | do not quit my job.

(Mr. C, Storekeeper)

When other hearing colleagues do not complete the tasks, | have to do all of
the work... there is lack in communication. | just do my work alone, focuses on
work only, and do not talk to the other hearing colleagues... It does not mean
that | want to find other job... for me, | want to continue, and just be
patient...So | just continue working there.

(Mr. E, Welder)

| want to work there forever... Usually, there will be problems with
communication. It is because other hearing people are unable to use sign
language. But for me, | am very patient...I do not want to find other job and
that is it... this job is better because it is more secured...

(Mr. F, Factory Operator)

Even though the payment is small, | will still stay at the same
workplace...because | do not think the salary offered will be higher...after all,
for a man of my age, | do not think | will get higher pay than | get now.

(Mr. J, Factory Operator)

Why Deaf Employees Quit Working?

On the flipside, deaf employees quit working or have the intention to quit because of
communication difficulties, poor relationship with others, being bullied and discriminated at
work, unsatisfied with the salary and career development opportunities, unfavourable
working conditions, job stress, job boredom, and feeling excluded at the workplace.

Many of the respondents highlighted that the absence or limited number of sign
language users especially among hearing people causes lack of communication at the
workplace and made them felt left out, unable to express, and misunderstood:

It is hard to communicate with other hearing colleagues, it is hard especially
when | need to ask for a help...there is less communication. | just do my own
work alone, focus on work and | did not talk with other hearing friends.

(Mr. E, Welder)

..l have communication problem especially with my boss. They always
misunderstood me... whatever | say (convey), my boss does not understand.
(Ms. H, Graphic Designer)

..there is no communication between me and my boss...no communication.
Usually he will talk with hearing people, but he never communicates with deaf
people. He usually tells the hearing colleagues, and they (hearing colleagues)
will convey (the messages) to me...it is not a direct (communication).

(Mrs. 1, Clerk)
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...communication is limited...If | communicate, | tend to write. So every time |
communicate, | might not be able to express everything...
(Mr. J, Factory Operator)

..the main problem is communication...when | am required to mixed with
other hearing people, let say my helper who can use sign language is absent or
et cetera, it is hard for me to ask for a help from other teachers...the main thing
is communication...(there is no sign language interpreter) during meeting.
(Although) there are other teachers who can use sign language, but everyone
is tired (to translate during the meeting)...

(Mrs. G, Teacher)

Communication appears to be a very critical factor for deaf employees. This is because
it has implication on relationship building. When there is a barrier in communication,
relationship is harder to be established because of the lack of interaction. Several of deaf
respondents claimed that they have received scolding for not understanding instructions. One
explanation to this is because of communication challenges to ask for clarification,
explanation or help from their supervisors or work colleagues.

Yes. | have been scolded (sometimes). Yeah it is because | do not understand,
so (things) get hard... | also depend on my friends. They also scolded me
sometimes.

(Mr. A, Production Operator)

| have a problem with my supervisor and also a bit of problem with my manager
too... it is hard especially when | need to ask for a help.
(Mr. E, Welder)

As a result of communication barrier, we found that some of the respondents could
not lodge a report when they are mistreated by the company for example receiving a higher
workload than other hearing colleagues, injustice in salary rate, salary increment, and
promotion opportunities, ignored by the employers because they are deaf, and mocked by
their hearing colleagues for being disabled.

One more thing is, the job (distribution) is unfair. Sometimes they give less
work to the hearing people, and more work on me... it is unfair. Other hearing
friends do not want to do their job. And then | need to do all of the work.

(Mr. E, Welder)

There is also problem with the staff where he bullied me. He mocked me for
being deaf and also other (things).
(Mr. C, Storekeeper)

There are also friends who mocked me... Last time | have made a report to the

boss, but there are no actions taken...
(Mr. D, Mechanic)
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The problem is in the management itself. It seems like the manager has been
ignoring me a bit compared to other hearing people, because | am deaf. | feel
a bit excluded.

(Mr. C, Storekeeper)

..there are employers who look down on deaf people, and be unfair (towards
them) compared to the hearing people...meaning that they are not confident
that deaf people can do the job and et cetera. They trust hearing people
more...they have a stereotype on deaf people. They look down (on deaf
people)...
(Mrs. G, Teacher)
..for example, my husband (left the job)...heavy workload, no leave given,
small pay, and no chances for promotion at all
(Mrs. G, Teacher)
...hearing people get higher (salary) compared to deaf people...because there
is a difference in salary between me and my (hearing) friend. Lau gets RM2100,
and | get RM1800...hearing people gets higher (salary)
(Ms. H, Graphic Designer)
Usually when I am working, | always face problems with the salary. Because no
matter how hardworking | am, how obedient | am to the instructions, my salary
will not be the same as the hearing people. So my salary is lower than
them...now, there is still a problem with salary...if there is an increment, it will
be too low from what | am hoping for.
(Mr. N, Machine Operator)

Other than communication barrier, the interviews also revealed that deaf employees
find it difficult to stay working when the workplace is unsafe. Since deaf employees are unable
to hear the fire alarm, they expect employers to install hazard lamp as a warning system in
the case of emergency.

On the safety aspect... deaf people have no restriction to move around. So they
usually depend on the (hazard) lamp for their safety. But the factory does not
have it and | am totally depending on my friends around me to warn me if
anything happens.

(Mr. F, Factory Operator)

...there is no lamp system... If anything happens, usually my friends will warn
me. If it is for building (workplace) safety, no there is none of it.
(Mrs. 1, Clerk)

Similar to the factors that influence deaf employees to stay working, they also quit or
intent to quit not only because of organizational factors, but also individual factors such as
stress, boredom, and the feeling of being left out because of their disability status. It can be
implied that job stress, and job boredom is contributed by unfavourable working conditions
caused by limited interactions (due to communication challenges), ill treatment, and general
lack of acceptance, respect and integration between deaf and hearing employees at the
workplace:
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...because | am deaf. | feel a bit excluded...because the other hearing people
(colleagues), they just talk among themselves. So | feel a bit upset.
(Mr. C, Storekeeper)

In overall, the interviews shed interesting light on the challenges that deaf employees
experience at the workplace which may explain why their participation and retention in the
labour market is still significantly low. Deaf people would have been more inclined to seek for
employment, and to stay with the company, if and only when employers ensure that the
company and the employees accept, respect, support and valued deaf employees and fulfilled
their needs — communication, safety, relationship, fair treatment — whereby these needs,
when inspected carefully, are in fact not entirely different from the typical needs of hearing
employees.

Conclusion

The results of the current study have contributed to existing literature in several ways.
First and foremost, this study addressed the limitation in the existing retention models which
only focused on the general retention factors (e.g. Mills and Millsteed, 2002; Scanlan et al.,
2010; Nur Atigah Abdullah, 2010) whereas deaf people or deaf employees are unique and
different than the non-disabled population or other type of disabilities. Secondly, the current
study provided an additional perspective on the factors influencing deaf employees to stay
and quit from their jobs. Research has shown that employment scarcity, unfair treatment or
workplace discrimination, employers’ awareness and social exclusion (Islam, 2015; Khoo, Tiun
& Lee, 2013; Salleh, Abdullah & Buang, 2001; Sebastian (2005); Tiun & Khoo, 2013) are the
factors which inhibit the employment of deaf people. While similar factors can be found in
this current study, this study have revealed that individual (ability to adapt to changes in the
workplace), organizational (relationship with colleagues and superiors), and labour market
(salary), are three major factors influencing the retention and turnover of deaf employees.
Next, this study supported the existing literature that highlighted the role of communication,
a basic human need, as one of the most critical factors contributing to the impediment and
retention of deaf people (e.g. Luft, 2000; Perkins-Dock et al., 2015; Scheetz, 2004). As such,
future research should incorporate these three major retention and impediment factors
demonstrated in this study to offer a more holistic view of deaf people related employment
issues. In terms of practical implication, this current study offers practical suggestions for the
consideration of managers and HRM practitioners. For example, managers can enhance
workplace communication by encouraging the learning and usage of sign language. At the
organisational level, attention should be given to provide more equitable compensation and
benefit packages for employees with disabilities in general. Given that most of existing
research are focusing on all types of disabilities, this current study provided a meaningful
contribution in our attempt to understand the needs of deaf employees in the context of
Malaysia.

However this study was limited by the small number of deaf people involved — only
fourteen of them; hence the findings cannot be generalized. Moreover, the researchers relied
entirely on the translation of the sign language interpreters and have little control over the
relay of questions and answers between the interpreters and the respondents. The
experience of interviewing deaf respondents and using sign language interpreters are new to
the researchers and the researchers acknowledged that more preparations should’ve been
done before conducting the interviews.
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It is recommended that future researcher learn some basic sign language to build
rapport first with the respondents before proceeding with the interviews (for instance
greetings, saying thanks etc.). This will make the respondents feel more at ease and more
connected to the researchers than only to the interpreters. Apart from that, series of briefings
should be conducted for the interpreters for two main purposes; (i) to explain the objectives
of the research so that a mutual understanding can be obtained between the researchers and
the interpreters, and (ii) to remind the interpreters that their only main role is to translate
sign language into Malay language from the respondents to the researchers as accurate as
they can be without adding on information or making assumptions or exaggerations (based
on their prior knowledge or experience).

The latter is significantly important as the researchers may not be able to submit the
verbatim transcription to the deaf respondents for checking. This is because not all deaf
people have the ability to read and understand complex written text especially among those
with little or no education. The researchers however could ask the interpreters to check the
verbatim transcription, provided that the interview was video recorded. A video recording
would allow the interpreters to replay the interview sessions, observe the answers by deaf
respondents (sign language), and review the accuracy of their translations to the researchers.
Although this process may improve the reliability and validity of the data, it is undoubtedly
taxing for the interpreters.

Despite these limitations, we believe that this study has provided valuable
contributions since very few studies have attempted to interview deaf people. Our findings
have shown that there are similarities and also differences between the factors that influence
deaf employees and non-disabled employees to stay or leave their companies. In sum, deaf
employees will stay working when they are satisfied with the salary, working environment,
organizational treatment towards them, relationship and communication with other
employees. However, if these factors are unsatisfactory, they are likely to leave. These factors
appear to be indifferent from non-disabled employees except that (i) deaf employees have
lesser opportunities for alternative employments than non-disabled employees, which resort
them to staying despite being unhappy, and (ii) deaf employees need to feel safe at the
workplace. Besides that, deaf employees are also more prone to experience communication
barrier (refers to sign language) at the workplace compared to non-disabled employees which
indirectly led to perceived exclusion, and eventually influence their intention to leave the
company.

To conclude, we suggest that more awareness is required to educate and inform
employers about deaf people — their potential contribution to the company, the employment
challenges that they experience, and most importantly the strategies to create a more
inclusive workplace for people with disabilities in general, and to address both employment
and retention issues among deaf people in specific.
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