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Debra: Hello, this is Debra Ruh, and you're listening to Human Potential at Work.  I'm 

excited to introduce my guest today.  She has been a friend of mine for many 

years, and partner in crime, and really trying to change the world.  I think you're 

going to fall in love with her just like I have. 

 Her name is Deborah Dagit.  We call her Deb.  She served with me on the 

USBLN Board for many years.  We used to tease her because she would make a 

comment and it would be such a brilliant comment, that we started saying, oh, if 

Deb's going to say something, let's all hush and listen to her wise words.  I don't 

know if any of my listeners remember that old, I think it was an E.F. Hutton 

commercial where everybody gets really silent because some wisdom is going to 

be said.  That's what I think of Deb Dagit.  

 So Deborah, Deb, welcome to the program.  

Deb: Thank you, thank you.  No pressure here now.  But thank you for your kind 

words, and it's really a pleasure to be with you on this great program that you do, 

Debra.  

Debra: Yeah, I'm really looking forward to this conversation.  We of course, talk about 

human potential and how we all add value.  One thing that I definitely want to 

make sure, towards the end of the program especially, that we talk about the work 

you do.  You're an entrepreneur, and we're going to talk about your career and 

who you are, but I really want my listeners to really get a flavor of who Deb Dagit 

is and why the work that you're doing is so important to all of us, but especially 

for any of the corporations or organizations that are listening to the program.  If 

you need a really strong strategist, Deb brings a lot to the table.  So I'm really 

honored to have you on the program, Deb. 

 So tell us a little bit about who you are and your walk, if you don't mind, Deb.  

Tell us who Deb Dagit is.  
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Deb: Thank you.  Well, I would say that first and foremost, I identify as a woman with 

a disability.  I was born with a congenital condition that's called Osteogenesis 

Imperfecta, which is just fancy Latin for brittle bones.  I've had more than 75 

major broken bones and many surgeries.  And that's become a big part of my 

identity, as a person who's short statured who's been a wheelchair user for the last 

five years.  I feel that that aspect of my identity is one of the tools in my toolkit in 

my lifelong work as an inclusion and diversity consultant. 

 I had the opportunity to do that kind of a leadership role as a vice-president and 

chief diversity office for more than 22 years, half of which was in the information 

technology sector, out in California, and the other half in the pharmaceutical 

sector.  And in both cases, it was an honor and a privilege to be involved in all 

aspects of this work and to be able to utilize my life experience to inform my 

ability to be empathetic towards other underrepresented groups, as well as to help 

executives that I worked with in the so-called C-suite, feel comfortable leaning 

into what can be a difficult conversation.  I'm hardly a threatening person. 

Debra: And you also have a service animal. 

Deb: I do.  Sophia is a six-pound Morkie, Maltese and Yorki, and she's both a hearing 

dog -- when I take my hearing aids out at night she alerts me to phones ringing 

and adult children knocking on the door who locked themselves out and whatnot  

-- but also she is an emotional support animal, as I have post-traumatic stress as a 

result of not only the fractures but as a result of being at the epicenter of the Loma 

Prieta earthquake, yet another claim to fame.  And one of the few reasons I don't 

miss being out in California, although I miss it a lot, I don't miss earthquakes.  

Debra: Yeah, I remember when we had one in Virginia, it was a really unsettling feeling.  

It really was.  So Deb, I know that you are married to a fisherman and you have 

three children.  Do you mind just telling us a little bit about that part of your life? 

Deb: Certainly.  Dan Dagit and I met in 1996, in Indianapolis, Indiana, at an annual 

Little People of America Conference.  He towers over me at 4'6" and has a form 

of dwarfism that is more common than mine, called Achondroplasia.  Right after 

we got married, we adopted three children from all different parts of Russia, who 

are not biologically related to each other and who have a variety of apparent and 

not apparent disabilities.  

They're not young adults who are thriving in the workplace, and my mother also 

lives with us and is also a person living with disabilities.  So we're a household 

well-informed on the personal and professional level.  

Debra: That's right, and talk about walking the walk.  I've always really admired Dan, and 

I think Dan's a very handsome man, just on that note as well.  Very smart, 

intelligent, amazing person. 
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 So Deb, you bring so much to these conversations, and I think it's very important 

to talk about who we are, in a very empowering way.  And I have had lots of 

different conversations with you about who are you.  Are you first a person with a 

disability or are you a mother, are you a wife, and who are you professionally?  I 

know that the work that you do really talks to all those different identities and 

labels, and both the labels being used in a positive and a negative way.  

But I know that you've done a lot of work, as you said, with diversity and the 

different labels and the different communities.  How do you add value to those 

conversations, those other conversations that maybe are not labels that you 

personally identify with? 

Deb: So thank you for that question, and I would offer two relatively quick stories.  So 

early in my career, I had some wisdom from a mentor, Dr. Price Cobbs.  He asked 

me about how I identify, similar to your question, and I shared with him that I was 

raised during a time when if you had a disability, you were encouraged to make it 

a non-issue for others and not ever bring that up in conversation or certainly not in 

a work environment.  Dr. Cobbs, who is a leader in the African American 

community and the whole diversity movement, said, you know, the problem with 

that is for individuals in the African American and other communities of color to 

be able to identify with you as a person who is a visible minority, you really need 

to own that part of who you are because that's part of how they're going to 

connect with you. 

 And so that was a real ah-ha moment for me in my early 30s and really changed 

the way I thought about not claiming victimhood by any stretch of the 

imagination, but owning and feeling pride in my life experiences, as Mr. East 

would say, the good, the bad and the ugly. 

 And the other thing I would say about your question is I've always identified as a 

strong ally in the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender community.  I've had 

close family members and friends, since a very young age.  And one of the things 

that I realize as I reflected back on the changes in LGBT inclusion, both in 

popular culture and the workplace, is that the game changer was really 

encouraging allies to be fully involved in the LGBT movement, and that was done 

wisely and expertly by many LGBT leaders and their families and friends.  And I 

was so proud to be part of that. 

 And I realized once I left my last employer, Merck, and began thinking about 

what would help us move the needle with disability inclusion, that that was the 

secret sauce we had left out.  We were not doing a good job of not only inviting 

allies to the inner circle to help us with the disability inclusion movement, but we 

weren't giving them enough proactive, visible, highly engaged things to do. 

 And that does two things for us.  One, until we get better at disability pride and 

awareness, people do not have to self-identify as having a non-apparent disability, 
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many of those disabilities are more highly stigmatized, like mental health issues.  

So it's easier to come to our events, if you could also be an ally.  But just as 

importantly, the strength of our stakeholders, our families, friends and others who 

care about someone with a disability, feel like this is their movement too.  They 

can help with that brand loyalty.  They can help with that advocacy, and they can 

do for us what LGBT allies like myself were so successful in doing in the 90s and 

from 2000 to today's date.  

Debra: I know that you have some very interesting personal stories, as you've walked 

your career path.  And I don't know if you want to talk about any of that, but if 

you were somebody that's listening to the program that has a disability, visible or 

invisible disabilities, what suggestions do you have for those individuals and 

families and advocates?  

Deb: That's a great question, and I did have a lot of experiences starting at the tender 

age of only 16, when I applied for a job with a telecommunications company as 

an operator.  I was the top scorer on the test.  They showed me what the job would 

look like and gave me kind of a tour.  And then there was a medical exam 

required, and the physician stood right in the room and in front of me called the 

employer and said that I would be an insurance risk and that they shouldn't hire 

me because I might break something at work.  

Debra: Wow.  

Deb: That was my first early learning.  It was one of many experiences I had, where 

there was a fork in the road.  Do I go the path of utilizing some of the attorneys in 

my family and becoming a court case, to make my statement that way, or did I 

continue to persevere.  And I chose the second path.  I'm not saying that's the 

better one, but it's the one that I chose. 

 And what I would encourage anyone with a disability to do, is to focus on ability 

when you are talking with employers and what you can contribute to, again, 

persevere.  Unfortunately, whether we like it or not, when you're in any kind of 

disenfranchised or marginalized group, you have to treat experiences where you're 

being treated as other or less than, as a teachable moment, and use humor.  And 

while it may not feel fair, we need to lean in courageous to these conversations, to 

the best of our ability.  It's not easy for everyone, either ourselves or our allies on 

our behalf, and focus on the ability to do the job. 

 One thing that I really emphasize with my clients since I started my consulting 

firm three years ago, is when you're interviewing someone for a job, whether they 

have a disability or not, focus on their ability to do the job, not on how great they 

are at interviewing.  So while I'm giving this advice of a teachable moment and 

using humor and educating, I would also say that it's extremely important that if 

someone can't do that for some reason, they're scared, they're not confident, they 
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have communication challenges, they're youthful, it's up to then the interviewer, 

the hiring manager, to focus on the ability to do the job.  

 We have boilerplate language that sits in job requisitions that says, must have 

excellent communication skills.  And it says that, whether the person needs that 

for the job or not.  We need to get better at focusing on the skills that are needed 

for the job.  

Debra: I agree.  I have a question that we actually are really dealing with in my 

household.  As you know, because you know her, Deb, I have a daughter, Sara, 

that's 29 years old and with Down Syndrome.  I remember this started when Sara 

was about 14 years old and I was talking to my husband, we were at the breakfast 

table and Sara was there and I was talking about something, and all of a sudden 

Sara looked at my husband and she said, dad, mom's doing it again.  And he 

laughed and he said, what is she doing, and she said, she keeps saying that I have 

Down Syndrome, and I don't.  I don't have Down Syndrome and I don't have a 

disability, Dad. 

 And when she said that, it sort of broke my heart a little bit, because I want her to 

be proud of who she is.  I really want her to be proud of who she is, but I find that 

that seems to happen a lot.  I'm sad to say this, but Sara doesn't like dating boys 

that have disabilities.  She doesn't want to, and she now as a 29-year-old woman 

is getting even more aggravated with me, more and more, when she says stop 

telling people I have Down Syndrome; I don't.  

 I've worked so hard to help her be good with who she is and accept who she is, 

because I really believe there are some advantages to having Down Syndrome.  

But I think we have, as a society, said that it's bad to have a disability.  Overall, 

it's, oh, they're disenfranchised.  You know what I mean, Deb?  

How in the world do we get people to accept who they are, when sometimes that 

is seen as being a negative thing?  

Deb: Well, that's a really good question, and probably one for individuals with different 

wheelhouses than mine in some regards, although I take a crack at it, individuals 

who are therapists and spiritual leaders.  But I think that owning who you are is 

difficult if all the messages that are around you are negative.  And unfortunately, 

unlike other communities, communities of color, veterans, people in the LGBT 

community, it is extremely rare to see a positive image on television of 

individuals with a variety of disabilities.  And in fact, when the Oscars come out, 

the Academy Awards every year, there's at least one if not several awards that go 

to non-disabled actors who play someone with a disability.  And that's certainly 

not helping matters either, because we're not even allowed to play ourselves. 

 I guess I would say that we need to focus on broader inclusion, because once we 

reach the 15 percent tipping point of allies and individuals who identify with a 
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disability, being out and proud, if you will, in our workplaces, in our 

communities, this will begin to shift in terms of pride around identity.  And one of 

the things that I'm proud to be a part of that's helping with that, is the U.S. 

Business Leadership Network Disability Equality Index, which is a great tool for 

organizations to utilize to ask themselves in a very practical way, whether or not 

they are promoting disability equality, not only in their workforce with regards to 

employment, but in their supply chain, with the business partners that they utilize 

and in their marketplace, with how they market to people with disabilities.  

 So thankfully, we're starting to see people on the fashion runways and in the 

catalogues, like your daughter Sara, who's just a lovely, lovely young woman in 

every regard, inside and out.  We're also starting to see people with other types of 

apparent and not apparent disabilities.  But we're at the very edge, the very early 

days.  We are with disability where LGBT was when Ellen was outed, Ellen 

DeGeneres on her show, many, many years ago.  

Debra: Yes, yes.  

Deb: So we have a million miles to go.  

Debra: I agree, I agree, and that's very well said.  Often when I speak in other countries, 

it's a multidimensional problem.  And sometimes there's cultural issues, there's 

religious issues.  Like you said, the stereotypes are very negative.  It's interesting 

to me, as somebody that's in this field and has been in the field a long time, to for 

example watch the reality show about people with Down Syndrome, Born This 

Way, and find that most of those characters are sort of identifying the same way 

my daughter Sara is, that they don't really want to be defined as a person with 

Down Syndrome or disabilities and they don't necessarily want to date -- it's just 

so interesting to watch it unfold. 

 I have been watching Speechless, which I really enjoy.  I don't really watch a lot 

of television, but I'm taking the time to watch that show, Speechless.  The young 

man who is the character with cerebral palsy who can't speak on the show, I don't 

know if he can speak in real life, but he's just a real gifted actor.  And the cast 

around him are really sensitive and funny.  We learn a lot with media, so I think 

it's very important what's happening with media, and really having these 

conversations.  

I do have another question for you.  To some people this would be a tough 

question, but I know this is what you do for a living.  We know that we have some 

of these problems right within our own community, identity crisis, things like 

that, who are we, I'm not your inspiration porn, all the different things that are 

happening.  So how do you go to a corporation, to the C-suite and really say, it's 

really important to you to make sure you are employing qualified people with 

disabilities and that you're retaining them and to remember that people acquire 

disabilities as they're working for you?  How do you have those kinds of 
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conversations with corporations?  I know you mentioned the Disability Equality 

Index, but how do corporations really meaningfully include people with 

disabilities and other diversity communities, truly in a powerful way in their 

organizations?  

Deb: Well, the C-suite in corporations are made up of individuals, and about 50 percent 

of the U.S. population is affected directly or indirectly by a disability.  And I find 

that if I'm able to be alone with individuals, regardless of whether they're the CEO 

or a senior vice-president or they're a machine operator on the manufacturing 

floor, an administrative assistance or a brand new college hire, when you get 

people alone and they feel safe, they have a story to tell, half the time at least, of 

someone they love with a disability or their own story that they have not shared 

with others. 

 When they own that story, whether it's their own or an ally's story and then they're 

given an opportunity to do something about it, they're moved.  And they're moved 

to action.  And if you give them actions that are doable, that are within the scope 

of their power to make change, if they have someone safe to practice, around how 

they're going to articulate their role as an ally and how they're going to get 

comfortable telling their story, they realize that they can make a difference.  And 

people want to make a difference.  They need, A, permission, B, confidence, and 

C, a venue.  And I can readily provide all three, with a king's buffet of choices in 

each of those categories.  And when that happens, magic happens, because it 

releases tension, it empowers others and it fosters disability inclusion.  

Debra: Well said, well said.  So Deb, tell the listeners how they can find out about you.  

How would somebody find out about your work?  

Deb: Thank you for that question.  Well, I started my company three years ago, and 

having an alliterative name helps, Deb Dagit Diversity.  Quite frankly, being a 

person with a visible disability in the diversity field for so long, many diversity 

leaders know me.  But outside of that, if someone is looking for assistance, I 

guess where I would point them to is either my Facebook page, Deb Dagit 

Diversity on Facebook, or my website.  Either place, I offer a lot of free resources 

and advice and support and have all my contact information.  I would welcome 

anyone reaching out, if I can help them in any way.  

Debra: And I do want to make it clear that you don't just do disability inclusion.  You are 

a diversity professional, and you work with corporations on all diversity issues.  

You just happen to know a lot, obviously, about disability; is that correct? 

Deb: That's an important clarification.  About 50 percent of what I do is not related to 

disability.  Because of Section 503 of the Rehab Act passing in March of 2014, 

that has become one of the focal areas, in terms of the needs of my clients, but I 

continue to focus on all dimensions of diversity, including faith at work, veterans, 

gender, national origin and race, and also things that are not always talked about 
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at work, like socioeconomic status.  And I'm proud of being able to foster 

courageous conversations around topics like Black Lives Matter and some of the 

more sensitive conversations that need to happen inside of our corporate walls, 

because they are really influencing the lives of everyone in our communities.  So 

thank you for referencing that.  

Debra: Yes.  I think sometimes people think, oh, she's just doing disability.  And I just 

want to make it very clear that, no, you're leading in a very, very much bigger 

way.  So Deb, thank you so much for joining us today and telling us a little bit 

about your story and the story of your husband and your children and the really 

important work that you're doing to change the world.  We really, really 

appreciate your time today.  

Deb: Thank you, Debra, it's been a real pleasure.  

Debra: Hello, this is Debra Ruh.  I invite you to learn more about my work at 

RuhGlobal.com, and on social media, Debra Ruh.  I'm proud to work with brands 

all over the world, and my services include speaking at conferences and doing 

keynotes, and strategic consulting.  My strategic consulting includes disability 

inclusion, accessibility consulting, brand inclusion and influencer marketing.  I 

like working with brands that want to have a positive social impact.  Thank you.  


