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A B S T R A C T

Purpose: Stuttering can significantly influence individuals’ career trajectories through mecha
nisms such as role entrapment, occupational segregation, job dissatisfaction, and stigma-based 
discrimination. In professional contexts where verbal fluency is narrowly defined and highly 
valued, people who stutter (PWS) may face systemic barriers. This study examines how PWS 
experience, interpret, and negotiate the role of stuttering in recruitment processes, career choices, 
job roles and opportunities for advancement.
Method: An online survey and Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) were used to 
examine responses from 45 Finnish-speaking adults who stutter and have work experience.
Results: Participants described restrictive workplace speech norms and expectations of fluency as 
key constraints that generated cognitive and emotional load. Many reported that stuttering had 
influenced their career pathways, including not entering preferred fields, although its perceived 
influence on occupational choices had lessened over time. Speaking-intensive tasks—such as 
phone work, presentations, and spontaneous verbal interaction—were identified as the most 
challenging. Fluent speakers were often perceived as gatekeepers who informally determined 
which roles were considered suitable for PWS, though some participants also self-restricted their 
job tasks. Experiences were highly situational, and a minority reported positive or empowering 
aspects of stuttering at work.
Conclusion: The study concludes that discrimination often stems not from actual ability but from 
biased expectations and rigid norms surrounding fluent speech. These norms delay access to 
preferred professions and constrain career development. Promoting inclusion requires chal
lenging dominant communication standards and recognizing diverse communicative compe
tencies. Enhancing awareness and visibility of PWS in professional environments is essential for 
systemic change.

1. Introduction

Developmental stuttering significantly impacts the quality of life for people who stutter (PWS) (Boyle & Cheyne, 2024; Gerlach 
et al., 2021). Chronic stuttering can lead to long-term negative consequences for individuals, and by adulthood most PWS have faced 
negative attitudes towards stuttering (Blood & Blood, 2016; Tichenor & Yaruss, 2019). While some show resilience, others may 
develop psychological issues like social anxiety and depression due to these negative attitudes (Briley et al., 2021; Craig et al., 2011). 
Work life—a major aspect of adulthood—can be shaped by stuttering through activity and participation considerations (Bricker-Katz 
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et al., 2013; Gerlach et al., 2021; Nissinen et al., 2025), making it crucial to understand how and why such barriers emerge by 
examining how PWS experience and make sense of the role of stuttering in their working lives.

1.1. Stuttering and working life

1.1.1. The significance of working life in adulthood
Employment is a central aspect of adult life, playing a key role in the construction of meaning and identity (Blustein, 2006; Duffy 

et al., 2016). Through daily interactions, occupational roles, and social status, work contributes to an ongoing process in which ex
periences continually shape work-related identity (Blustein, 2006; Duffy et al., 2016; Yaruss & Quesal, 2004). Being gainfully 
employed and satisfied at work is highly valued (Garcia et al., 2002) and remains essential in contemporary working life (Lysova et al., 
2019). Meaningful work provides a sense of purpose, opportunities for growth, and feelings of connection and contribution within 
one’s role, organization, and society, while also offering psychosocial benefits beyond financial security, such as enhanced 
self-efficacy, recognition of personal strengths, fulfillment of individual goals, and a strengthened sense of agency (Roney & Soicher, 
2022; Russell, 2008). Given the profound role of work in well-being, career choice represents a significant decision with long-term 
implications for life satisfaction (Osipow, 1990). As working lives lengthen due to an aging population, sustaining well-being 
across adulthood becomes increasingly important (Nilsson, 2016), and choosing a career that aligns with personal interests has 
been shown to support work engagement, motivation, and overall quality of life (Phan Tan & Pham Xuan, 2024).

1.1.2. Stuttering in working life
Given that work is a key source of social participation, identity, and psychological wellbeing in adulthood, inequalities experienced 

by PWS within this context warrant particular attention. Stuttering is associated with persistent inequalities in employment and the 
quality of working life for PWS, potentially undermining many of the psychosocial benefits typically linked to adulthood and working 
life (e.g., Jacobs et al., 2025; Powers, 2020). Research shows that PWS are disproportionately exposed to workplace bullying and 
discrimination. For example, Penttilä (2025) reports that approximately 66% of PWS have experienced bullying or discriminatory 
behavior at work, compared with an estimated European Union average of around 5% (European Foundation for the Improvement of 
Living and Working Conditions, 2015). These disparities underscore the need to enhance the inclusiveness and equity of working life 
for PWS.

Restrictions to equal employment opportunities for communicatively disabled individuals have long been linked to both societal 
and intrapersonal factors. Gilmore (1974) conceptualized these barriers as arising from 1) negative attitudes held by non-disabled 
individuals (public stigma) and 2) the internalization of these attitudes by disabled individuals themselves (self-stigma). In the 
context of stuttering, discrimination in working life may thus emerge not only from societal attitudes toward speech disfluency but also 
from PWS’s own beliefs and expectations about their speech, which are shaped by prevailing public narratives and stereotypes.

Longitudinal research indicates that PWS are more likely to be underemployed and underpaid than their fluent-speaking peers, 
despite having comparable knowledge, skills, and abilities (Gerlach et al., 2018). Stuttering has been shown to influence career choices 
(Bricker-Katz et al., 2013), hinder career progression and job satisfaction (Bricker-Katz et al., 2013; Parsons et al., 2022), and 
contribute to denied job opportunities and promotions. Labor-market inequities associated with stuttering appear to persist and in
crease with age, due to delayed career progression among PWS (Jacobs et al., 2025). Expectations regarding future occupational 
success are significantly lower among PWS, and such expectations predict subsequent occupational outcomes. Gendered patterns have 
also been observed, with men who stutter participating less in the labor force and women who stutter more likely to experience 
underemployment. Negative attitudes held by fluent-speaking individuals profoundly affect PWS’s academic achievement and 
employment (Boyle & Blood, 2015; Powers, 2020; Young & Byrd, 2025). Prior studies further suggest that some PWS intentionally 
pursue occupations involving minimal verbal communication or positions associated with lower socioeconomic status, potentially as 
an adaptive response to anticipated stigma or discrimination (Boyle, 2013, 2015a; Butler, 2014). Beyond employment outcomes, 
stuttering also affects the quality of working life, particularly when PWS avoid demanding speaking situations or attempt to conceal 
their stuttering (Parsons et al., 2022). Such strategies are associated with negative emotional reactions related to self-identity, reduced 
self-confidence, and feelings of exclusion at work, often reinforced by fluency-based performance expectations and prevailing public 
attitudes toward stuttering (Boyle, 2015a; Logan & O’Connor, 2012; Mancinelli, 2021; Vogel et al., 2013).

1.1.3. Stuttering and role entrapment
Building on the disparities and stigma outlined above, recent work highlights a mechanism through which these dynamics become 

concretized in everyday working life: occupational role entrapment. This phenomenon refers to situations in which members of a 
marginalized group—such as PWS—are relegated to particular jobs or roles primarily on the basis of a single salient characteristic, 
such as stuttering (see e.g., Abou-Dahech & Gabel, 2020; Dew & Gabel, 2024; Gabel et al., 2004; Swartz et al., 2009; Young & Byrd, 
2025). Consistent with this, Klein and Hood (2004) found that PWS perceive constraints on the kinds of jobs they can pursue and the 
roles they can assume at work, a pattern aligned with occupational stereotyping (Boyle, 2017; Logan & O’Connor, 2012; Schlagheck 
et al., 2009; Swartz et al., 2009). Employers may in practice limit opportunities through role entrapment, particularly at hiring and 
promotion stages (Dew & Gabel, 2024; Gabel et al., 2004; Hurst & Cooper, 1983; Klein & Hood, 2004; McAllister et al., 2012; Young & 
Byrd, 2025).

Communication requirements often play a central role in these constraints. Positions perceived to demand extensive 
speaking—such as lawyers or teachers—are frequently regarded as less suitable for PWS (Boyle, 2017; Dew & Gabel, 2024; Gabel et al., 
2004). More broadly, communication skill requirements can be a significant driver of role restrictions for PWS such that barriers to 
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accessing prestigious occupations and professional status may arise on the basis of speech (Van Riper, 1982).

1.1.4. Valuing fluent speech in working life
Understanding role entrapment requires examining the communication ideals that shape how competence is perceived in modern 

workplaces. In contemporary working life, strong communication skills are widely treated as essential for professional success and 
organizational efficiency (Bricker-Katz et al., 2013). The demand for verbal proficiency has intensified in the digital era, as interactions 
increasingly occur via phone and video calls that rely primarily on speech and can pose challenges for PWS (James et al., 1999; Wu, 
2023; 2024). Expectations are especially pronounced in speech-intensive professions where communicative competence is central to 
performance (Singh & Kumar, 2022). Across many settings, fluency functions as a proxy for competence, leadership potential, and 
trustworthiness (Boyle, 2017; Boyle et al., 2022; Gabel, 2004) and is highly valued in professional judgments (Bricker-Katz et al., 2013; 
Butler, 2014). Moreover, sounding “right” to the listener is treated as critical for credibility and advancement (Butler, 2014), while 
other dimensions of communication—such as empathy, active listening, clarity, and collaboration—may be comparatively under
valued (Seitz & Choo, 2022). The power of speech style extends beyond immediate interactions to shape long-term career trajectories 
and opportunities for upward mobility (Gluszek & Dovidio, 2010; Seibert et al., 2001). Consequently, communicative fluency operates 
not merely as a technical skill but as a social currency in working life. However, assumptions that equate fluency and speed with 
communicative effectiveness merit critical scrutiny; privileging efficiency and uninterrupted speech risk marginalizing diverse 
communicative styles. Re-examining these norms is essential for more inclusive understandings of meaningful and effective 
communication.

Restrictions in career choice and progression contribute to dissatisfaction among PWS (Boyle & Fearon, 2018; Crichton-Smith, 
2002; Plexico et al., 2019). Such dissatisfaction can function as a chronic stressor with potential implications for mental health, 
including increased risk of anxiety and depression (Qiu et al., 2021). Together, these findings highlight the importance of addressing 
communicative barriers in the workplace to support equitable professional development and psychological well-being among PWS.

1.2. Changing attitudes towards stuttering

Despite growing recognition that fluency norms warrant critical scrutiny, these ideals continue to shape how PWS are evaluated in 
key workplace decisions. Prior studies document frequent negative experiences during job interviews, promotion processes, and 
everyday interactions, with employers sometimes underestimating PWS’s speaking abilities and overall performance because of 
stuttering (e.g., Bricker-Katz et al., 2013; Gerlach et al., 2018; Klein & Hood, 2004; Logan & O’Connor, 2012; Parsons et al., 2022). At 
the same time, research indicates a gradual shift toward more positive attitudes, supported by increased societal awareness and un
derstanding of stuttering (e.g., Young, 2024). This trend is also visible in workplace contexts, where inclusion has gained prominence 
and accommodations for PWS are increasingly implemented, such as providing additional speaking time to ensure equitable partic
ipation (Hughes & Strugalla, 2015).

Nevertheless, discrimination remains a significant concern. Positive expressed attitudes toward PWS do not necessarily translate 
into inclusive behavior in practice, as implicit biases and subtle forms of discrimination, such as microaggressions, may persist 
(Lennartz et al., 2019; Young & Byrd, 2025). Research indicates that even speech-language pathologists—despite reporting explicit 
attitudes that are positive—may hold negative implicit biases toward PWS (Walden & Lesner, 2018; Walden et al., 2020). Addressing 
the gap between explicit attitudes and everyday practices is therefore essential for improving the occupational experiences and 
long-term career outcomes of PWS.

1.3. Aim of the study

The aim of this study is to explore how PWS experience, interpret, and negotiate the role of stuttering in their working lives across 
key employment domains—including recruitment, career choice, work tasks, and career progression—within the broader organiza
tional and societal norms that shape these experiences. By foregrounding PWS’s perspectives, the study seeks to generate practice- 
relevant insights for fostering inclusivity and diversity in contemporary working life, including the development of supportive mea
sures that enable individuals participate fully in working life.

Our research question is as follows:
1. How do people who stutter experience and make sense of the role of stuttering in their recruitment, career choice, work tasks, 

and career progression?

2. Methods and materials

2.1. Survey design and implementation

The data for this study were collected through an online survey developed as part of a broader research project investigating the 
working-life experiences of PWS. The survey addressed multiple domains of working life, and different subsets of questions were 
designed to inform distinct research questions within the project. This study builds on previous research conducted by Nissinen and the 
research group (2025), which examined the experiences of PWS in relation to workplace communication, as well as their hopes and 
ideas for improving communication at work. The present study extends this line of research by examining how stuttering influences 
career choices, recruitment processes, job tasks, and career advancement, thereby contributing to a more comprehensive 
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understanding of its broader occupational implications.
Data was collected via an online survey, a method widely used in contemporary research due to its accessibility and capacity to 

reach diverse participant groups (Saleh & Bista, 2017). The survey was created using Microsoft Forms and distributed via Tampere 
University. Recruitment was supported through social media and direct emails to speech-language therapists working with PWS and to 
members of the Finnish Stuttering Association. The survey was available in Finnish between June 10th and August 31st, 2024. A 
dedicated study webpage provided comprehensive information about the study, including the study bulletin, privacy statement, and a 
direct link to the questionnaire.

The survey was developed to explore the lived experiences of PWS in working life and was informed by prior research documenting 
how stuttering is commonly perceived to influence employment, career choice, and career development (e.g., Boyle, 2013, 2017; 
Bricker-Katz et al., 2013; Gerlach et al., 2018; Parsons et al., 2022). As no comparable survey had previously been conducted in 
Finland, the aim was to examine how these experiences are understood, interpreted, and given meaning by Finnish PWS within their 
specific sociocultural context. To ensure a neutral and experience-near framing, participants were asked whether stuttering had any 
influence on different aspects of their working life without prespecifying the direction of this influence. When an influence was 
indicated, participants were invited to elaborate in their own words, allowing both positive and negative meanings to emerge. Only 
responses from participants who reported an influence of stuttering were included in the present analysis; responses indicating no 
influence were not followed up and were excluded.

The questionnaire contained 37 items. The first seven items elicited background information on participants and their experiences 
with stuttering, while the remaining thirty items addressed working life and career-related decisions. The survey included two Likert- 
scale items, 13 binary (yes/no) items, and 15 open-ended items designed to elicit reflective narrative accounts. The full questionnaire is 
provided in the appendix. Prior to full deployment, the survey was piloted with a member of the target group (a person who stutters) to 
assess the clarity and comprehensibility of the questions and the appropriateness and sensitivity of the wording. No revisions were 
required after piloting. The study was reviewed by the Ethics Committee of Tampere University.

2.2. Participants

Participation in the study was based on three inclusion criteria: 1) self-identified developmental stuttering, 2) being at least 18 
years old, and 3) current or previous experience in working life. These criteria were clearly stated in the research announcement. 
Altogether, 46 individuals responded to the survey. However, only 45 responses were included in the analysis, as one respondent did 
not meet the age requirement. More detailed demographic and background information about the participants is presented in Table 1.

2.3. Data analysis

This study employed Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to explore how PWS make sense of their lived experiences in 
working life. IPA is a qualitative approach specifically designed to examine individuals’ subjective interpretations of significant ex
periences within a particular context (Smith, 2004; Smith et al., 2009; Palmer et al., 2010), and while it is most commonly applied to 
interview data, it can also be effectively used with written narratives when participants are given sufficient space to reflect on their 

Table 1 
Background information of the participants.

Variable Frequency Percentage

Age (years) 18–27 12 27
​ 28–37 15 33
​ 38–47 5 11
​ 48–57 5 11
​ 58–67 5 11
​ 68–77 2 4
​ > 78 1 2
Gender Female 29 64
​ Male 16 36
Age of onset of stuttering Under age 2 3 7
​ 2–4 24 53
​ 5–7 11 24
​ 8 or older 7 16
Education Comprehensive school 0 0
​ Secondary education 15 33
​ Bachelor’s degree 15 33
​ Master’s degree 15 33
Field of work IT and technology 3 7
​ Social and health 11 24
​ Business and marketing 14 31
​ Construction and environment 4 9
​ Education and culture 5 11
​ Industry and logistics 5 11
​ Food industry 3 7
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experiences. It is particularly well suited to research questions focusing on personal meaning-making, reflections, and emotional re
sponses. Previous qualitative research has successfully applied IPA to deepen understanding of stuttering experiences, including 
anticipatory processes and the subjective nature of stuttering moments (see Jackson et al., 2015; Tichenor & Yaruss, 2018). In the 
present study IPA is applied to the study of survey responses, whose open-endedness gave rise to rich experience-based accounts that 
were suitable for the approach. The online survey format enabled broad participation and accessibility, resulting in a sample of 45 
participants, which allowed the inclusion of diverse voices that might have been overlooked through more selective interview-based 
recruitment. While the sample size remains modest, it was appropriate for the idiographic and interpretative aims of the study.

For the purposes of this analysis, six yes/no questions and six open-ended questions designed to elicit more detailed descriptions of 
experience were identified as particularly relevant to the study’s research objectives: 

• Has stuttering influenced your career choice? If you answered yes, how would you describe your experience?
• Has stuttering affected your success in job interviews? If you answered ‘yes’, how do you feel stuttering has affected your success in job 

interviews?
• Have employers been less willing to hire you because of your stuttering? If you answered ‘yes’, how do you feel your stuttering has influenced 

employers’ perceptions?
• Have you been denied or had work tasks reduced because of your stuttering? If you answered ‘yes’, how would you describe your experience?
• Have you been less inclined to apply for higher positions at work due to your stuttering? If you answered ‘yes’, how would you describe your 

experience?
• Has stuttering affected your career advancement? If you answered ‘yes’, how would you describe your experience?

The selected questions and illustrative data excerpts were translated from Finnish into English by the authors for reporting 
purposes.

The analysis proceeded in several stages. First, the frequencies of yes/no responses were examined to identify which domains 
appeared especially salient in relation to the research questions. This descriptive step informed the subsequent qualitative focus but did 
not constitute the primary analytic aim. The qualitative analysis then involved repeated close readings of the open-ended responses to 
build familiarity with the data and to identify segments relevant to participants’ experiences. Analytical units ranged from individual 
words and phrases to longer narrative passages. Attention was paid not only to what participants described, but also to how they 
articulated their experiences, including their choice of language, emphasis, and evaluative expressions (Larkin et al., 2006). The 
analytic aim was to develop a detailed interpretation of how each participant understood and gave meaning to their experiences of 
working life in relation to stuttering.

Following this idiographic analysis, patterns of convergence and divergence across cases were explored. Shared meanings were 
organized into subthemes, which were subsequently integrated into broader overarching themes that captured central aspects of 
participants’ experiences. These thematic structures provided a conceptual framework for interpreting the data and are illustrated in 
Fig. 1, which outlines the process of theme development. To support and illustrate each theme, representative quotations were 
selected, foregrounding participants’ voices and preserving the experiential grounding of the analysis (Douglass et al., 2019).

The first author, trained in speech-language pathology, conducted the initial coding and preliminary theme development 

Fig. 1. Example of the interpretative phenomenological analysis process illustrating theme development from an original participant quote.
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independently. To enhance credibility and analytic rigor, we used investigator triangulation through an iterative consensus process: 
the first, the third, and the last authors jointly reviewed code applications, theme boundaries, and interpretive claims. No significant 
disagreements emerged. We also make our positionality explicit: the team included clinicians and researchers in communication 
disorders and a member with lived experience of stuttering, which shaped our analytic sensitivities (e.g., attention to interactional 
influences and sociocultural framings). Theme validation further drew on theory triangulation, interpreting the data through com
plementary lenses from clinical communication research and sociocultural/disability studies.

3. Results

Our data indicate that stuttering is widely experienced shaping recruitment, career choices and career development. Thirty-eight 
percent of the participants felt that stuttering had influenced their success in job interviews, and 29% believed it had influenced 
employers’ willingness to hire them. Over half of the respondents (53%) stated that stuttering had affected their career choices, and 
55% reported that it had influenced their aspirations for higher positions. Additionally, 29% experienced limitations in career 
advancement, and 24% experienced that stuttering had constrained their job tasks. To deepen our understanding of these figures, the 
following sections explore how participants made sense and explained these experiences as shaping working life. Table 2 provides an 
overview of the themes.

3.1. Theme 1. Negotiating competence in demanding recruitment situations

Participants’ accounts revealed that experiences of stuttering in job interviews varied considerably across contexts and interac
tional conditions. Participants’ accounts indicate that the influence of stuttering on job interview experiences is very situation- 
dependent. Several participants described negative experiences as occurring “only occasionally,” “once,” or “sometimes,” high
lighting that these challenges are not constant or systematic but arise in specific circumstances. Participants described job interviews as 
situations in which fluent speech was implicitly expected, leading to the assumption that stuttering should be minimized or concealed. 
This expectation contributed to job interviews being experienced as anxiety-provoking. Speech-related norms were perceived as 
salient even in recruitment processes for positions that were not centered on communication or verbal performance. These factors 
created a pervasive sense of vulnerability that shaped participants’ confidence, even in situations where stuttering was less visible 
(Example 1). 

Example 1. ID 40. In a way, stuttering has affected my success in interviews because I fear my stutter becoming visible. In interviews I usually 
don’t stutter at all (because of the adrenaline?). The impact of stuttering shows mainly in the fact that I go into the interview feeling insecure and 
afraid that stuttering will ruin my chances.

In response to these pressures, many participants engaged in extensive preparation before job interviews. They described 
rehearsing answers or specific words in advance and relying on fluency-enhancing strategies, such as deliberately slowing their speech 
(Example 2). These practices functioned as forms of self-protection aimed at mitigating anticipated stigma, yet they also represented an 
additional layer of work placed on PWS. 

Example 2. ID 11. I feel that I have had to rehearse interview situations in advance and practice difficult words more thoroughly beforehand. 
I speak quickly, and when I get excited, my speech comes out in a rush. In interviews, I have tried to speak calmly and slowly so that the other 
person might not even notice my stuttering.

Participants also recounted experiences of underperformance, in which their actual skills and linguistic competence were over
shadowed by heightened self-monitoring of speech fluency. Several described giving very short or incomplete answers in the job 
interviews that did not reflect their intended message (Example 3). These accounts illuminate how stuttering may restrict both the 
form and content of communication in high‑stakes contexts. 

Example 3. ID 36. I have been so afraid of stuttering that I haven’t answered questions in the same way as I would have if I hadn’t been afraid 
of stuttering.

A recurring concern was also that recruiters’ or employers’ impressions were shaped solely by stuttering, leading to evaluations 
perceived as distorted or unrepresentative of their true abilities. Participants were aware of the negative connotations, stigma, and 
stereotypical beliefs commonly associated with stuttering, and they feared that these attitudes would dominate the recruiter’s 
interpretation of them as job candidates (Example 4). 

Example 4. ID 25. I have felt that the interviewer or employer easily forms an impression of me—or their own kind of narrative about 

Table 2 
Themes of the results.

THEMES

• Negotiating competence in demanding recruitment situations
• Limitations to perceived possibilities of career choice
• Work tasks with restricted expertise demands
• Stalled career progression and a sense of unequal reward in working life
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me—largely based on my stutter.

In these moments, participants felt that stuttering might overshadow all other aspects of their professional identity—skills, 
qualifications, and experience—leading to the sense that stuttering “cancels out” competence in the eyes of an employer (Example 5). 

Example 5. ID 25. I feel that in certain workplaces and interviews I have been seen almost entirely through my stutter. There still seems to be 
an attitude at times that stuttering, in itself, somehow overrides all the competence I have gained through my education and work experience.

Participants mentioned phone interviews as particularly challenging (Example 6). This might arise from the fact that these formats 
rely entirely on auditory cues, leave little room for nonverbal communication and place disproportionate emphasis on auditory speech 
features. Participants were aware that, in these formats, the recruiter forms an impression based solely on speech, heightening the risk 
that stereotypes and stigma associated with stuttering become the primary interpretative frame. 

Example 6. ID 41. Only occasionally, when a job interview has been conducted by phone, the recruiter’s tone of voice has changed when I 
have stuttered. I have also sometimes hung up myself because of the shame I felt. There have been at least two occasions when I did not get the job 
because of my stutter. In both of those cases, the interviews were done by phone.

In addition to all implicit negative reactions to stuttering, some participants described having received explicitly negative feedback 
related to their stuttering during the interview process, reinforcing the perception that speech norms play a decisive role (Example 7). 

Example 7. ID 37. In interviews, I have asked for feedback about how the interview went and how I could improve, and a few times I have 
been told that the repetition of words was seen as something negative.

Feelings of shame and embarrassment emerged as significant elements of the interview experience. Some participants felt ashamed 
not only of stuttering itself but also of the possibility of having to talk about it (Example 8). Disclosing stuttering was perceived as 
“pitiful” or awkward, and therefore an undesirable strategy. For a few, the shame was so intense that they had interrupted or pre
maturely terminated the interview, such as by ending a phone call before the interaction was complete. Such accounts illustrate how 
emotional responses to stuttering can also directly influence the course and outcome of recruitment encounters. Beyond fear and 
shame, some participants reported even stronger emotional reactions, including feelings of anger toward recruiters when they felt they 
had been treated unfairly because of their stuttering. These experiences reflect the profound relational influence of perceived injustice 
in recruitment situations, where negative treatment was experienced not merely as disappointing but also as deeply personal. 

Example 8. ID 33. If I stutter only a little during the interview, they may not even recognize it as stuttering but think it’s just nervousness. But if 
I stutter a lot, I usually mention it to the interviewer, although it often ends up feeling like an unnatural explanation, leaving me with the sense 
that I’m just fishing for pity points.

Several participants noted that stuttering in an interview could feel uncomfortable for both parties—for themselves and potentially 
for the recruiter (Example 9). This anticipation of shared discomfort amplified the stress of the situation. Participants were concerned 
that the recruiter might not know how to react or might interpret the stutter through a lens of stigma or misunderstanding, contributing 
to heightened self-consciousness throughout the interaction. This reflects how participants in our study often felt responsible for 
managing the recruiter's emotions about their stuttering, which further increases their burden. 

Example 9. ID 39. I can usually avoid stuttering when I speak Finnish, but when we switch to English, I have to use sounds and words I’m not 
yet used to. The stuttering is therefore very noticeable and uncomfortable for everyone when I change languages, and this has also been evident in 
job interviews. To interviewers it appears as if I don’t know the language, even though my English skills are actually very good.

Participants noted that recruitment practices are slowly being influenced by broader societal shifts toward inclusion and diversity 
(Example 10). Some expressed that hiring processes today appear more aware of different communication styles, and that employers 
are increasingly encouraged to consider applicants’ skills and needs beyond narrow expectations of speech fluency. These changes 
were experienced as signs of improvement and as part of a wider cultural movement toward more equitable treatment in professional 
settings. 

Example 10. ID 2. It feels like times have changed since I was younger. It seems that back then people asked about stuttering more directly. 
Nowadays recruitment talks more about diversity and inclusion, and limitations are taken into account better in the hiring process.

Overall, job interviews emerged as emotionally demanding situations for participants, marked by anxiety, heightened preparation 
demands, and perceptions of impaired performance due to stuttering. Yet these experiences varied considerably across individuals, and 
participants also noted signs of gradual improvement in interview practices toward greater understanding and inclusivity.

3.2. Theme 2. Limitations to perceived possibilities of career choice

Across the answers, participants described stuttering as having a substantial and long-lasting influence on their career choices. 
These career choices were influenced both by explicit messages from others, such as being told they were unsuitable for certain oc
cupations and by more implicit assumptions about who is considered a “fit” speaker in particular fields. Rather than selecting occu
pations solely based on interest, talent, or ambition, many participants described orienting themselves towards fields in which they 
anticipated being able to manage speaking demands despite stuttering (Example 11). 

Example 11. ID 9. I’m working in a place where speaking comes easy for me, not in the place where I would actually like to be.
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Several participants also described explicitly experienced instances in which fluent speakers were positioned as authorities defining 
which professions were appropriate or inappropriate for a person who stutters (Example 12). In narrating these experiences, partic
ipants illustrated how such external evaluations became internalized over time, shaping their sense of what was realistically attainable. 
These accounts reflect how stuttering is not only a personal trait but also a socially mediated identity category that constrained their 
imagined futures. 

Example 12. ID 39. – In upper secondary school, I talked with my Finnish teacher about how I probably could never become a teacher. It does 
guide the direction your career takes. For example, independent expert work is easier than work that requires constant interaction with un
familiar people.

For some, this meant avoiding professions requiring extensive speaking, such as teaching, law, customer service, or safety-critical 
roles (Example 13). Participants frequently framed these occupations as fundamentally inaccessible to PWS, describing a pervasive 
sense that “speaking professions” were not for them. In their accounts, many participants conveyed how they had internalized the idea 
that roles centered on verbal performance were categorically out of reach. Rather than the result of a single discouraging moment, this 
exclusion was experienced as an accumulation of subtle cues and recurring impressions—an almost taken-for-granted belief that 
careers involving continuous verbal interaction were simply “off the table” for PWS. 

Example 13. ID 17. I felt from an early age that certain fields were closed off to me — especially professions that rely heavily on speaking, 
such as working as a speech therapist. I believe that in the future, stuttering will also affect how comfortable I feel in certain tasks within my 
current field.

Participants also recounted that stuttering often delayed the process of identifying a fulfilling career path. Avoidance behaviors, 
attempts to conceal stuttering, and persistent worries about communicative expectations contributed to slower or more cautious 
exploration of different fields (Example 14). 

Example 14. ID 20. When I was younger, I didn’t dare apply to the school I dreamed of. As an adult, I am still searching for the right 
profession, and it feels like I am a bit behind in finding it, because my self-image has only developed later in life, after I finally stopped avoiding 
stuttering and was able to learn more about who I actually am as a person. At the moment, I am focusing on finding a profession that I truly 
enjoy, rather than choosing based on whether I stutter or not.

Over time, however, some participants described a shift: with increasing age, experience, and self-acceptance, they became more 
willing to consider careers they had previously dismissed. A few reported that they had pursued and succeeded in roles involving 
significant spoken communication, despite their earlier beliefs that such paths were inaccessible (Example 15). This evolution reflects a 
dynamic process of adaptation in which participants renegotiated the meaning of stuttering in relation to work, sometimes out of 
personal growth and sometimes out of practical necessity in a labor market with relatively few entirely non-verbal roles. 

Example 15. ID 21. In upper secondary school, I excluded many options in my study choices because I wanted to avoid speech-intensive work. 
At university, I ended up studying a field focused on visual communication ([name of the field]). Today, my work consists largely of spoken 
communication anyway, so I ultimately chose this field because of my passion for the work, despite the amount of speaking it requires.

Overall, participants’ accounts suggested that career trajectories were shaped by an interplay of anticipated reactions from others, 
experienced communicative constraints, and the gradual internalization of workplace fluency norms. Yet the findings also indicate that 
with increased age, experience, and confidence, many participants eventually pursued careers that aligned more closely with their 
genuine interests, and the perceived influence of stuttering lessened over time.

3.3. Theme 3: Work tasks with restricted expertise demands

Participants described stuttering as having a substantial influence on the types of work tasks they performed and how these tasks 
were distributed within workplaces. One of the clearest patterns concerned was like in the professions, the tasks requiring extensive 
spoken communication, particularly public speaking, phone communication, customer service, and sales work. Public speaking was 
consistently described as one of the most demanding tasks for participants, evoking heightened stress and perceived performance 
pressure. This reflects internalized beliefs that “correct” or “professional” speech should sound fluent, precise, and efficient (Example 
16). Several participants expressed a preference for roles that minimized phone use or frequent verbal interaction, 

Example 16. ID 29. I cannot do speaking-intensive work that involves handling matters over the phone or requires my speech to be very 
correct and precise.

Participants’ narratives also revealed how power relations within workplaces shaped access to certain tasks, with fluent speakers 
often positioned as gatekeepers of communicative roles. Some recalled instances where supervisors or colleagues unilaterally reas
signed or restricted their tasks based solely on assumptions about their speech (Example 17). These actions were experienced as 
infantilizing or discriminatory, particularly when justified under the guise of “knowing what is best” for the PWS. These experiences 
reflect a loss of agency and reinforce the hierarchical positioning of fluent speakers as authorities on what constitutes appropriate 
workplace communication. 

Example 17. ID 2. At one [field of work] company, my phone was taken away from me because of my stutter.

At the same time, a few participants noted positive experiences when their work tasks were adjusted in ways that aligned with their 
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strengths; in these cases, modified responsibilities contributed to greater satisfaction rather than exclusion (Example 18). 

Example 18. ID 41. When I worked as a [customer service work task] in a [name of the work place], the [name of the supervisor role] told me 
that I did not need to answer the phone because of my stutter. However, she added other tasks to my workload, and at times I worked as a 
salesperson in the health-food shop connected to the pharmacy. She said that it would “be good for me”. I have only positive memories of that 
job.

Participants noted that while employers had not always limited their opportunities, they had repeatedly held themselves back 
because of stuttering (Example 19). Participants described self-imposed limitations, actively avoiding or declining tasks involving 
extensive speaking, supervisory responsibilities, or formal presentations. Such accounts framed self-limitation as a protective 
strategy—an attempt to avoid potentially difficult speaking situations or the risk of negative reactions linked to stigma. 

Example 19. ID 40. Employers have not held me back. I myself have, however, prevented myself from doing many things at work because of 
my stuttering.

Some participants also stated that stuttering did not affect their work tasks because they hide it. This points to the role of stigma: 
they felt compelled to conceal stuttering—and to invest effort in doing so—while also presenting concealment as an effective 
self‑protection strategy against potential negative consequences.

These results indicate that speech-intensive tasks were often framed by participants in our study as difficult or inaccessible, in part 
because fluent colleagues acted, intentionally or not, as gatekeepers of task allocation. Nevertheless, participants also reported 
meaningful examples of job crafting and supportive modifications, even though these coexisted with less desirable patterns of 
avoidance and concealment in response to fluency-centered norms.

3.4. Theme 4: Stalled career progression and a sense of unequal reward in working life

Participants described a fundamental ambivalence regarding career advancement. On one hand, many felt professionally 
competent and motivated to pursue higher-level roles; on the other, stuttering introduced doubts about whether such positions were 
truly accessible to them, often accompanied by a diminished professional self-confidence or a sense that they did not “fit” or be enough 
as leaders. In Example 20, participants’ own attitude has changed over time. 

Example 20. ID 20. I haven’t always felt that I was enough for these roles (which, looking back now, is definitely not true).

Some participants explained that they intentionally held back from advancement opportunities, not because they questioned their 
leadership ability, but to avoid increased visibility of their stuttering (Example 21). Here, avoidance was described as a conscious 
strategy to stay away from situations where their speech might become more exposed in public or high-stakes interactions. 

Example 21. ID 17. In “higher” and more demanding positions, one is naturally more visible. Being in the spotlight feels so distressing that I 
prefer to settle for lower-level roles rather than pursue higher ones.

For others, the concern centered more on the anticipated emotional burden associated with the communicative demands of higher- 
level positions (Example 22). Leadership roles were thus described as both desirable and taxing—positions they aspired to yet 
simultaneously experienced as carrying a level of emotional workload that might be difficult to sustain. 

Example 22. ID 5. I have applied for so-called higher-level positions, if that refers for example to leadership roles. Still, I struggle somewhat 
with the tension between, on the one hand, boldly pursuing different opportunities and pushing forward despite stuttering, and on the other hand, 
experiencing moments of intense insecurity. There have been times when I have withdrawn my application or not gone to an interview for a 
“demanding” position because: 1) I don’t want my stutter to be exposed, and 2) high-pressure roles are stressful, and my speech becomes more 
difficult under stress. The strong self-confidence built in my childhood has been my saving grace in these situations — without it, I probably 
would never have dared to apply in the first place.

As managerial and supervisory positions were frequently perceived as requiring fluent, authoritative communication, leading 
several participants to conclude that such roles were less suitable for them (Example 23). These perceptions resulted in missed op
portunities: some chose not to apply for promotions despite clear qualifications and interest, later describing these decisions with 
regret, sadness, and self-blame. 

Example 23. ID 32. My own attitude toward my ability to cope in a higher-level position has been an obstacle. I fear other people’s opinions 
and worry that they think I am stupid because I stutter. At times, I myself believe most strongly in that supposed stupidity because of my stutter.

In addition to internal barriers, participants described external constraints that limited their opportunities for career progression. 
Several recounted subtle or overt discrimination, including being overlooked for promotion, assigned lower-status responsibilities, or 
excluded from leadership tracks compared with their fluent-speaking colleagues. Such experiences reinforced feelings of unequal 
opportunity and contributed to the perception that stuttering diminished others’ belief in their suitability for positions of authority. 

Example 24. ID 25. In my case, it has felt as though, because of my stutter, I do not have the same authority or permission to build a career as 
others do. This has shown up, for example, in situations where I have been offered only a trial placement but not given the opportunity to 
continue afterward.

Despite these challenges, participants reported that the significance of stuttering for career advancement changed over time 
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(Example 25). With increased age, professional experience, and greater acceptance of their disfluency, many felt more capable, more 
resilient, and less fearful about pursuing higher-level roles. Participants commonly described a developmental shift: earlier in their 
careers, stuttering had held them back, whereas later they were more willing to consider advancement or re-engage with roles they had 
previously ruled out. 

Example 25. ID 18. Earlier, yes — but nowadays applying for higher-level positions is easier, although not entirely easy, and I still face some 
difficulties. However, I believe I would manage well in more senior roles. The [name of the role] position was a higher-level role, and it went very 
well.

Some also described how navigating demanding communicative situations as PWS had cultivated persistence, adaptability, and 
emotional strength—qualities they came to view as assets in their working lives and, eventually, in leadership as well (Example 26). 
Some noted that their experiences had made them more empathetic, thoughtful communicators, enhancing their credibility rather 
than diminishing it. In these accounts, participants portrayed themselves as increasingly courageous and resourceful because the 
challenges associated with stuttering had equipped them with skills and resilience that supported them in their roles. For some, this 
reinterpretation of stuttering transformed it from a perceived barrier into a source of empowerment, authenticity, and professional 
growth, offering a counterpoint to earlier restrictions and revealing new pathways for advancement that once felt unattainable. 

Example 26. ID 11. It has had a positive influence. I have been given more responsibility because, despite my stutter, I am brave and eager to 
take on tasks — often the first one willing to deal with, for example, a difficult customer or make challenging phone calls.

Overall, participants’ accounts illustrate a complex relationship between stuttering and career advancement: while many felt that 
stuttering diminished their suitability for leadership roles—and reported being overlooked in promotion decisions—these hesitations 
coexisted with a desire to pursue such positions despite concerns about the communicative demands attached to them. At the same 
time, several participants described how stuttering had also strengthened them as professionals, making them more resilient and better 
equipped to handle challenging interpersonal situations.

4. Discussion

4.1. Summary of the findings

Participants who reported an influence of stuttering on their working lives described expectations for fluent speech as shaping their 
experiences in multiple ways. Such expectations—embedded both in subtle normative cues and, at times, in explicit evaluative 
criteria—demanded additional cognitive and emotional effort and could lead to underperformance, particularly in job interviews and 
other high-stakes contexts. These expectations also influenced career trajectories: several participants described choosing fields where 
they believed they could manage communicative demands rather than those aligned with their true interests or abilities, although 
these constraints tended to diminish with increased experience, age, and confidence. In daily work, speaking, presenting, and phone 
communication emerged as the most taxing tasks for many, with fluent colleagues sometimes acting as informal gatekeepers who 
implicitly determined which tasks were deemed suitable for them. Some participants also reported self-limiting certain re
sponsibilities, which were not always experienced as negative restrictions but at times as preferred or self-protective strategies. Ex
periences of advancement were similarly ambivalent for some of the participants: while they felt capable of progressing, anticipated 
communicative demands were emotionally burdensome. Yet several also emphasized strengths cultivated through stuttering—such as 
resilience, empathy, and readiness for demanding communicative situations—highlighting that both negative and positive influences 
were situational and context-dependent.

4.2. Worklife norms and expectations shape perceived professionalism

Our findings indicate that, among participants who reported an influence of stuttering on their working lives, fluent speech was 
perceived as a pervasive and largely taken-for-granted norm, shaping assumptions about what a ‘competent’ or ‘professional’ 
employee should sound like. This aligns with research indicating that workplaces typically privilege fluency, efficiency, and rapid 
verbal responsiveness (Butler, 2014; Warhurst & Nickson, 2007). Within these expectations, some participants described stuttering as 
a deviation that could undermine their perceived credibility or competence, particularly in evaluative contexts such as job interviews, 
a pattern also noted by Bricker‑Katz and the research group (2013) and Rice and Kroll (2006). Several participants further reported 
that many workplaces implicitly expect fluent, rapid, and adaptable speech in routine tasks—including meetings, telephone 
communication, and customer interaction—echoing findings by Bricker‑Katz and the research group (2013) and James and the 
research group (1999).

Many of those who described stuttering as influencing their working lives were also acutely aware that employers often have 
limited knowledge or understanding of stuttering, a pattern noted in previous research (Bricker-Katz et al., 2013; Young & Byrd, 2025). 
This lack of familiarity contributed to these participants’ heightened awareness of the stigma and stereotypical assumptions frequently 
associated with stuttering. Many anticipated that recruiters might form impressions of them primarily on the basis of their speech, 
rather than their qualifications or broader competencies. Such anticipations are understandable in light of the hiring norms commonly 
emphasizing “excellent communication skills” (National Association of Colleges and Employers, 2016; Rios et al., 2020), a criterion 
that tends to privilege fluency and inadvertently reinforces a narrow speech norm—even though everyday communication is char
acteristically fragmented, nonlinear, and variable (Goffman, 1981).
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In addition, existing research shows that stuttering is often perceived as an undesirable trait in workplace contexts (Çaglayan & 
Özdemir, 2022). This aligns with broader organizational literature demonstrating how expectations about “sounding right” and 
vocal aesthetics can marginalize speakers whose communicative styles diverge from dominant norms, with clear implications for PWS 
(Oliveira & Stevanovic, 2025). As employers increasingly foreground attributes such as interpersonal communication, adaptability, 
and initiative (Fletcher & Thornton, 2023), traits inaccurately attributed to stuttering—such as shyness, nervousness, or reduced 
sociability—may take on disproportionate significance in recruitment and career development. For our participants, these dynamics 
rendered employer perceptions highly consequential, shaping how some of them navigated professional interactions and influencing 
which work environments felt attainable, supportive, or psychologically safe.

4.3. Fluent speakers as gatekeepers

Participants’ accounts suggested that the influence of stuttering in the workplace was closely linked to the communicative demands 
of different occupations. Roles requiring high verbal precision—such as management, law, or client-facing work—were perceived as 
significantly less accessible than roles with fewer interactional demands, reflecting earlier findings that speech-intensive professions 
are commonly viewed as unsuitable for PWS (Dew & Gabel, 2024; Logan & O’Connor, 2012; Singh & Kumar, 2022). Importantly, this 
perceived narrowing of work tasks did not reflect participants’ actual competence but rather others’ assumptions about what kinds of 
work are “appropriate” for someone who stutters. This dynamic exemplifies role entrapment, in which individuals are guided into 
limited options based on presumed deficiencies rather than capability (Abou Dahech & Gabel, 2020; Dew & Gabel, 2024; Gabel et al., 
2004; Swartz et al., 2009).

Some of the participants also emphasized that fluent speakers often occupied a symbolically elevated position within workplace 
hierarchies—not because of superior skills, but because cultural communication norms link fluency with competence, professionalism, 
and authority. Within such norms, participants described fluent speakers—including teachers, guidance counsellors, supervisors, and 
colleagues—as gatekeepers who shaped which educational or career paths were perceived as suitable for them. Their comments and 
evaluations influenced many participants’ sense of what opportunities were available long before any formal decisions were made. 
These dynamics mirror broader cultural ideals of “good” and “acceptable” speech (e.g. Butler, 2014), in which the preferences of fluent 
speakers disproportionately determine what is viewed as legitimate or attainable.

These hierarchical structures were experienced as materially consequential. Several participants recounted being passed over for 
supervisory roles or discouraged from pursuing particular positions because of their stuttering. They felt that their careers had not 
progressed in the same way as those of fluent colleagues and, in some cases, expressed a sense that they lacked the same “permission” 
or social legitimacy to build a career or aspire to higher-level roles. Collectively, these experiences reinforced the view that fluent 
speakers occupy a structurally advantaged position in workplace hierarchies, and that stuttering functions as a gatekeeping mechanism 
that narrows the range of roles considered attainable.

4.4. The influence of stuttering on professional identity formation

A subset of participants’ accounts indicated that workplace fluency norms shaped not only access to employment opportunities but 
also professional identities and perceived competence. Feelings of underperformance were frequently described in high-stakes 
communicative situations, such as job interviews. These experiences did not reflect a lack of professional ability, but rather the 
challenge of demonstrating competence in contexts where fluency, speed and spontaneity operate as implicit benchmarks. Stuttering 
heightened uncertainty and limited ability to convey their full expertise, aligning with evidence that societal attitudes and internalized 
perceptions interact to shape the experiences of PWS (Boyle, 2013; Tichenor & Yaruss, 2018).

A number of participants who reported an influence of stuttering also described speech-intensive roles as essentially inaccessible, 
echoing previous research on role entrapment (Dew & Gabel, 2024; Logan & O’Connor, 2012). Repeated cues from teachers, su
pervisors and workplace cultures contributed to an internalized belief that certain career paths were “off the table,” even when these 
roles aligned with their skills and interests. This internalization resembles the “why try” effect, in which stigma diminishes motivation 
and occupational well-being (van Beukering et al., 2022).

Many participants described settling for roles below their capability level, engaging in heightened anticipatory monitoring of their 
speech, and directing strong self-criticism toward themselves when their fluency faltered. This type of vigilance has been linked to 
lower job satisfaction among PWS (Plexico et al., 2019), and their reactions parallel findings from Dew and Gabel (2026), whose 
participants also reported intense self-blame in environments that heightened the salience of fluency. Taken together, these dynamics 
demonstrate how fluency norms not only shape professional opportunities but gradually sculpt the professional identities, aspirations 
and sense of legitimacy of PWS in working life.

4.5. Adaptation and accommodation for working life

A range of strategies for navigating the communicative demands of working life emerged from participants’ accounts, many of 
which focused on protecting themselves from anticipated stigma. Consistent with research on public and internalized stigma (Boyle, 
2017; Boyle et al., 2022), the expectation of negative evaluation heightened anxiety and created pressure to minimize or conceal 
stuttering. This parallels findings by Dew and Gabel (2026), who observed that many of their participants prefer to hide their identity 
as PWS due to fears of negative consequences. In our study, adaptation commonly took the form of proactive 
management—intentional preparation, rehearsing words or phrases, adjusting speech rate, and attempting to “blend in” with fluent 
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speakers. While these strategies helped some participants meet workplace expectations, they also created an additional layer of labor 
beyond the substantive demands of recruitment processes and everyday tasks. As several participants noted, opportunities that do not 
rely heavily on verbal communication remain limited. Managing stuttering often took precedence over the content of their contri
butions, restricting the detail and nuance they felt able to express in high-stakes interactions such as job interviews or meetings.

Research has also suggested that people’s reactions to stuttering may become more positive with age, although findings remain 
mixed. Some studies report that colleagues’ and supervisors’ attitudes toward stuttering appear to improve over time, which may 
contribute to a more supportive interpersonal climate for older workers who stutter (Arnold et al., 2015). This shift in how stuttering is 
received by others may partly explain why several participants felt that the influence of stuttering on their working lives lessened as 
they grew older. Although structural inequalities, such as widening income gaps between PWS and fluent speakers with age persist 
(Jacobs et al., 2025), participants’ accounts suggest that changing social responses may interact with experience and confidence to 
produce a more positive subjective trajectory for some individuals.

4.6. Toward more positive experiences of stuttering in professional life

Although most participants who reported an influence of stuttering on their working lives described challenges, some also high
lighted positive aspects of how stuttering had shaped their working lives. These participants explained that their relationship with 
stuttering had changed across different stages of their careers: later stages were characterized by greater acceptance, reduced 
self‑limitation, and an increased sense of agency. Rather than viewing stuttering as a persistent barrier, they described how their 
professional possibilities had expanded over time. Earlier feelings of restriction no longer defined their professional identities; instead, 
some participants emphasized that stuttering had contributed to valuable skills—such as empathy, perspective‑taking, and 
resilience—as well as broader personal growth.

These reflections align with emerging evidence suggesting that workplace attitudes toward stuttering may be gradually becoming 
more positive. In Young and Byrd’s (2025) study, employers reported more positive or neutral than negative reactions to PWS, 
indicating a potential shift toward greater inclusion. However, such optimism should be approached with caution. As noted by Young 
and Byrd (2025), drawing on Lennartz and the research group (2019), increasing workplace inclusivity may reduce overt forms of 
discrimination while allowing more covert and ambiguous forms to persist. This nuance helps explain why some participants—despite 
largely positive current experiences—still expressed a sense of vigilance about how they might be perceived in future interactions.

Findings from Dew and Gabel (2026) further contextualize this pattern. Although most of their participants of their study reported 
neutral or positive workplace experiences, isolated negative incidents continued to shape expectations and fuel concerns about future 
treatment, illustrating stereotype‑threat processes that persist even in supportive environments. In our study, this dynamic was evident 
in participants’ descriptions of simultaneous progress and apprehension: while environments and self‑perceptions had become more 
positive, even infrequent negative encounters continued to inform how they anticipated and navigated workplace situations.

Taken together, these findings suggest that adaptation is not a linear progression from difficulty to comfort, but a process shaped by 
both structural changes and the enduring influence of stigma. Supportive experiences, shifting attitudes, and accumulated expertise 
can foster confidence and broaden opportunities, yet even in improved environments, the imprint of past discrimination and the 
anticipation of future negative reactions continue to shape how PWS take up space in the workplace.

4.7. Clinical implications

The findings of this study have several implications for clinical practice, workplace policies, and broader societal understandings of 
communication. Our data indicated that stuttering affected work opportunities primarily through fluency-based communicative norms 
embedded in professional environments. This highlights the need for organizations to critically reassess such expectations and 
recognize that many challenges faced by PWS stem from misinformed assumptions about their speech rather than actual limitations in 
ability.

For clinical practice, the results emphasize shifting away from deficit-oriented models toward approaches that position disfluency 
as part of normal human variation. This requires broadening definitions of “effective communication” beyond fluency to include 
clarity, empathy, collaboration and adaptability, countering fluency-centric ideologies sometimes described as soundism (Butler, 
2014). The findings align with earlier research indicating that reducing stigma requires framing stuttering as a neurobiological, 
rather than behavioral, phenomenon; behavioral framing increases negative judgment and discrimination (Boyle, 2014, 2016). 
Strengthening awareness among employers and the public is therefore essential, supporting e.g., Young and Byrd’s (2025) call for 
increased education and visibility. Their work also underscores the need to challenge dominant media representations, as negative 
portrayals remain overrepresented (Burrell-Kim, 2023; Johnson, 2008) and strongly shape public perceptions (Young & Byrd, 2025). 
Because such portrayals may also influence the identity construction of PWS, improving accuracy and diversity in media represen
tations is a key element of both structural and psychological equity work.

It is equally important to note that substantial research on stuttering and related misconceptions already exists, yet this knowledge 
does not reliably reach those who need it most. Increasing broader awareness requires active science communication and targeted 
public-facing campaigns capable of bringing research-based knowledge into workplaces, educational settings and the public sphere.

At the workplace level, several actionable changes emerge. Recruitment practices should avoid conflating fluency with compe
tence. Alternatives to spontaneous verbal demands, reduced reliance on phone-based job interviews, and options for written or 
asynchronous communication could meaningfully reduce barriers for PWS. Because stuttering is often invisible and poorly understood, 
workplace training is crucial. Increasing employer knowledge—shown to be low in this study and in earlier work (Bricker Katz et al., 
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2013; Nissinen et al., 2025)—may reduce common misinterpretations such as equating stuttering with anxiety, shyness or incom
petence. Joint measures, including supervisor training, communication-accessibility planning and consultation with speech-language 
clinicians, can help create workplaces where stuttering does not need to be concealed.

Within clinical practice, supporting client agency requires addressing both internalized fluency norms and external barriers. 
Therapeutic work may include self-acceptance, identity-focused approaches and preparation for challenging communicative situations 
such as job interviews. This study also deepens understanding of the lived experiences of PWS, echoing Dew and Gabel’s (2026)
argument that “insider” perspectives enhance professional empathy (Dew & Gabel, 2026; Yu et al., 2022). In Finland, these findings 
may inform new stuttering-awareness materials and structured workplace-readiness supports—such as mock interview 
coaching—which are not yet systematically available.

Ultimately, the findings highlight that the attitudes of recruiters, supervisors and organizational cultures determine whether 
stuttering becomes a barrier, a neutral trait or a valued dimension of workplace diversity. Incorporating speech accessibility into DEI 
initiatives—through flexible turn-taking, reduced emphasis on rapid speech and universal communication design—can benefit not 
only PWS but a wide range of communicators. Addressing these relational and structural dynamics is essential for promoting equitable 
participation and supporting career advancement.

4.8. Limitations and future directions

This study has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting the findings. First, the sample consisted solely of 
participants based in Finland, which reflects the cultural, linguistic and organizational characteristics of Finnish working life. As work 
cultures differ substantially across national and professional contexts, the transferability of these findings to other countries remains 
limited. The Finnish labor market—characterized by relatively egalitarian values, high educational attainment and strong employment 
protections—may shape how stuttering is perceived and managed, and these contextual factors should be considered when comparing 
results internationally. At the same time, the situational variability participants described suggests that experiences of stuttering are 
highly context-dependent even within one national setting, further underscoring the need for caution when generalizing.

Methodologically, the study draws on a relatively small sample and an online survey format, which limited opportunities for in- 
depth exploration compared to face-to-face interviewing. Although the open-ended responses provided rich insights into partici
pants’ professional experiences, the self-administered nature of the survey may have introduced variation in interpretation and 
response style. In addition, stuttering was self-reported rather than clinically verified. While this may introduce heterogeneity, the aim 
of the study was to understand the experiences of individuals who identify as a PWS, making self-identification an appropriate criterion 
(see e.g.,Tichenor & Yaruss, 2019). As with all qualitative work—and IPA studies in particular—the findings are shaped by the re
searchers’ interpretative role. To minimize bias, the analysis was conducted through a consensus process involving systematic coding 
checks, collaborative theme development, and multiple rounds of reflexive discussion. Nevertheless, subjective interpretation cannot 
be fully eliminated.

While the results are not generalizable to wider populations, they offer valuable insight into how stuttering is experienced in 
Finnish working life. Moreover, the findings converge with international research on employment and stuttering, suggesting that 
although the cultural specifics differ, some underlying mechanisms—such as stigma anticipation, communicative demands and 
structural constraints—may have broader relevance.

These limitations point to several directions for future research. Cross-cultural comparative studies are needed to explore how 
national labor markets, cultural norms and communication practices shape the experience of stuttering at work. Longitudinal designs 
could examine how adaptation, identity and workplace inclusion evolve across career stages, shedding light on the processes through 
which stuttering becomes influential over time. Mixed-method approaches may be particularly useful in capturing both the breadth of 
workplace experiences and the depth of individual meaning-making.

An important avenue for future work concerns the minority of participants who reported no perceived influence of stuttering on 
their careers and were therefore excluded from the present analysis. These accounts highlight the heterogeneity of experiences among 
PWS and raise questions about the conditions under which stuttering is experienced as a neutral aspect. Future studies should examine 
factors such as supportive workplace cultures, communication-flexible job roles, individual coping strategies, and access to accom
modations. Understanding how contextual, structural and personal factors interact to shape perceived influence would refine theo
retical models of stuttering in adulthood and inform both clinical interventions and organizational policy.

5. Conclusion

This study highlights the multifaceted challenges PWS face in navigating professional environments. Difficulties in speech-heavy 
occupations, hindered career progression, and the high value placed on fluent speech contribute to structural exclusion and self- 
limiting career choices. Participants described adapting through emotional labor and strategic role selection yet continued to 
encounter stigma and rigid norms that equate fluency with competence. These findings call for redefining workplace communication 
standards, which embrace the diversity of speech and recognize the value of different speakers. Promoting inclusive practices and 
critically examining dominant norms is essential for enabling PWS to pursue meaningful careers aligned with their abilities and 
aspirations.
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Appendix A. Survey Instrument – Stuttering and Working Life

By completing this electronic survey, you consent to participate in the study and confirm that you have read the research infor
mation sheet and the privacy notice.

Background Information

1. Age (write in numbers)
2. Gender 

− Male
− Female
− Other
− Prefer not to say

3. Education (highest degree completed) 
- Basic education (comprehensive school)
- Secondary education (high school, vocational training, adult vocational education)
- Lower university degree
- Higher university degree

4. Fields of study and degrees (including ongoing studies)
5. List three most important job titles you have held (e.g., hairdresser, teacher, salesperson)
6. At what age did your stuttering begin?
7. Have you participated in peer support activities related to stuttering? (e.g., Finnish Stuttering Association, peer support weekends) 

- Yes
- No
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Questions

8. Are you currently or have you previously worked in a speech-intensive profession?
9. If yes, in which speech-intensive profession(s) have you worked?

10. Has stuttering had a positive impact on your everyday life? 
(1 = no positive impact, 5 = very significant positive impact) 

- 1 2 3 4 5
11. Has stuttering had a negative impact on your everyday life? 

(1 = no negative impact, 5 = very significant negative impact) 
- 1 2 3 4 5

12. Do you feel that stuttering has caused you anxiety, depression, or burnout? 
- Yes
- No

13. Has stuttering influenced your career choice? 
- Yes
- No

14. If yes, how do you feel stuttering has influenced your career choice?
15. Has stuttering affected your success in job interviews? 

- Yes
- No

16. If yes, how do you feel stuttering has affected your success in job interviews?
17. Have employers been less willing to hire you because of your stuttering? 

- Yes
- No

18. If yes, how do you feel your stuttering has influenced employers’ perceptions?
19. Have you been denied or had work tasks reduced because of your stuttering? 

- Yes
- No

20. If yes, what tasks have been denied or reduced?
21. Have you been less inclined to apply for higher positions at work due to your stuttering? 

- Yes
- No

22. If yes, how would you describe your experience?
23. Has stuttering affected your career advancement? 

- Yes
- No

24. If yes, how do you feel stuttering has affected your career advancement? 
(e.g., promotions, new responsibilities)

25. Have you tried to hide your stuttering in your current or previous job? 
- Yes
- No

26. If yes, how have you tried to hide your stuttering?
27. Can you speak openly about your stuttering in your current workplace? 

- Yes
- No

28. If no, how would you describe your experience?
29. When you speak at work and stutter, does it evoke any emotions in you? 

- Yes
- No

30. If yes, what kind of emotions does it evoke?
31. Have you been bullied or discriminated against at work because of your stuttering? (Bullying = repeated, long-term negative 

treatment, belittling, exclusion. Discrimination = being treated worse due to a personal characteristic.) 
- Yes
- No

32. If yes, how have you been bullied or discriminated against at work because of your stuttering?
33. Do you feel you need social support in your workplace related to your stuttering? (Social support = interaction that helps 

manage stressful situations and strengthens the feeling of acceptance and control.) 
- Yes
- No

34. If yes, what kind of social support do you feel you need in your workplace?
35. Do you receive or have you received social support at work related to your stuttering? 
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- Yes
- No

36. If yes, what kind of social support have you received?
37. Describe what makes a conversation feel relaxed and equal in your workplace.

Data Availability

The data that has been used is confidential.
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