[bookmark: _GoBack]Debra Ruh:	Hello everyone. This is Debra Ruh and this is Human Potential at Work.  As a reminder, I am the CEO of Ruh Global Impact and we’re totally committed to making sure everyone is included in the society and that means people with disabilities and people that are aging and acquiring disabilities.

	So, one of my passed guests actually recommended the guest today and I’m so impressed with this young man and I love when people find their purpose and really want to make the world a better place. So, our guest today is Kunal Mahajan and he is an investment bank from Japan, SMBC. And I do hope Kunal that I didn’t butcher your name too bad there. So, welcome to the program.
Kunal Mahajan:	Oh. Thank you so much for having me. I’m definitely excited to be here tonight.
Debra:	Yes. So, Kunal, how… I heard about your work was that you’re working with people that stuttered. And it’s interesting people that you know, stutter because you know, there are things that society does that make it worse and there is actually some really good tips you know. For example, if I’m stuttering, don’t start throwing words at me because you’re just going to you know. I know that at first, that’s where you begin your career. So, I was wondering if maybe you could just talk about why. Why was that important to you and why did you think it was important to talk about that cause because I don’t hear enough people talking about it.
Kunal:	Yes. Yes. Absolutely. So, I’ve had a… I’ve had a life-long stuttering disability. I started stuttering at the age of six and I was so insecure about my stuttering my whole life because I was so worried about these stigmas, the stereotypes, the judgements. And so, I really went through all throughout high school, college and then throughout the first 10 years of my professional life never talking about my stutter to anyone. Because again, I was so afraid to see what people’s responses would be if they knew that… if I told them that I have a stuttering disability and like – and like I didn’t want to be seen as weak or…
Debra:	Right. Right.
Kunal:	So, all of that kind of led me to really just start to develop a lot of these mental health challenges. I’ve had a lot of insecurities and it just basically got to a point where I just… after I had joined SMBC, at just about 10 months in, I had finally opened up to my team about it and just the weight that came off my shoulders was just something that like I could never describe because… and then me getting their feedback of them saying, “Kunal, we don’t care whether you stutter or not. We just care about what you have to say.”
Debra:	Oh.
Kunal:	And you give so many great qualities to the team. That is… whenever I really got that great feeling of acceptance and that is… it was at that moment when I’ve first realized that I needed to have an impact on the stuttering community. And so, that’s kind of what got me started here in that first initiative for the stuttering community.
Debra:	And so, give us some tips. Because if you… and I know some of the tips but, if you are around somebody that’s stuttering, you know, how do we honor that person…
Kunal:	Yes.
Debra:	Without making… because I would think it would be so stressful and some people might be afraid… it would impact your communications because you’re going to talk less because you don’t want to be… so, it seems like it could be a vicious…
Kunal:	Yes.
Debra:	So…
Kunal:	Yes. So, I would --- I would say there’s really three main things. Number one, don’t finish these people’s sentences. People who stutter, they know what it is that they want to say and as a person who stutters, if you finish their sentence, it feels like this complete failure to them…
Debra:	Right. Okay.
Kunal:	Because they know what they want to say and you finish their sentence. So, you now acknowledge that they can’t speak fluently. And so, that’s like a huge failure to them.

	Number two is maintain eye contact with them whenever they’re in their stuttering moment. These severities of stutters go throughout the spectrum. I would say I have what is more of a mild stutter. However, many of people stutters have these… they have long repetitions that sounds “la – la – la – la – la – la – la – la – like this.” Or they might have a block where there’s a word that they want to say and nothing will come out of their mouth for maybe 15 seconds. And so, if you start to lose eye contact with them in that stuttering moment and you start to show like you are uncomfortable then, you have just reconfirmed every insecurity that they… that many stutters already have about themselves.
Debra:	Right. Right.
Kunal:	And then, the third thing is… the third thing is really try to have some empathy for what these people are going through. Many of us who don’t stutter, speaking is something that we all take for granted.
Debra:	Right.
Kunal:	We don’t even think about whenever we speak but, these people who stutter, every day is a struggle. People who stutter are in the corporate world. They have to give presentations and the dialogue that so much of us are taught is we need to be confident here and have this perfect presentation skills. Right? And it’s like all that creates this image for people who stutter that I need to speak fluently.
Debra:	Right.
Kunal:	And so – and so, I think if you can have a little empathy for what these people are facing on a daily basis, that really empowers them. And so, I’m so glad you brought up this topic because this was the first event that I held on my firm and mock interview them for the stuttering community because I realized that it’s not like the people were bad people but, the employers just didn’t know about stuttering here.

	So, we brought in 30 people who stutter from across the country and I taught you know, 30 members of our senior management all about stuttering and the challenges that people stutter face and about my own journey and our managers gave them these mock interviews and it was such a life changing experience. Because for the people who stutter, they never had a corporate company really understand what they’re going through and kind of give them a fair opportunity. And for our company as well, this was the first time they were in a room with 30 people with these different kinds of stutters and saw really what they’re going through and had a chance to really impact them as well.
Debra:	Yes. And you know, that is so powerful in so many ways. And also, these tools that he just gave us, these tips that he just gave us to support somebody authentically that has a stutter can also be applied in so many other ways. My husband has early-onset dementia and this is impacting his communication skills a lot. And he doesn’t stutter; he loses words.

	So, there’s the pauses for different reasons but these pauses. And I often wonder you know do… because by the way, I’ve been married to this man for 38 years and I’ve been finishing his sentences whether he liked it or not which he probably did not often with a mouthy wife but, it’s interesting because I want to… you know, I want to honor him. I want to be authentic with this. And so, the tips that you gave executives you know for people that stutter. Because just because you stutter don’t mean you’re not smart or you can’t add value to the society.
Kunal:	Yes.
Debra:	And so, the empathy part I think is very very powerful. And I also love how you’re owning who you are and you spoke there and you’re also willing to speak at other events as well. So, if you’re looking for a good person to come and talk about you know, true inclusion you know… and we’re going to talk a little bit more about how his mission and purpose is expanding a little bit more. But I just think it’s important to note that these tips that you provide really help in a lot of other situations like somebody like me with ADHD that sometimes my brain gets going so fast. I can’t get it out in the words and I actually can accidentally be… I can interrupt because my brain is moving so fast. And so, empathy is such a beautiful word and I didn’t know if you wanted to comment a little bit on that.
Kunal:	Yes. Yes. Absolutely. This concept of empathy is critical because what I find is that if you give the empathy, if you show the understanding, that is what empowers these people who stutter. Right? like when I’ve open up to my team about it; had they responded in a negative way, if they didn’t have empathy, I would have shut down.

	However, they showed the empathy. They showed the understanding so then I felt that, “okay, wow. These people really understand. They have empathy. Others will have empathy as well. I need to make it my mission to just help educate them really about what stuttering is and who these people really are and others will have empathy as well.”

	And so, that concept of empathy is so critical because many people who have stutters but just disability in general, what they’re dealing with is them from having a life-time of maybe never having accepted this disability. Having to overcome a lot of these silo barriers here. And so, this is why I’m just so passionate about this empathy concept because I’ve realized, if you can show some empathy, you help unleash the power within these people who stutter and also who have other kinds of disabilities so that they can reach their full potential.

	And that is what being a good leader is all about. Right? it’s really understanding what is it that your team need in order to fulfill their full potential. And so, that’s why I have been spending a lot of the work and a lot of the initiatives which I know we’re going to touch on later but, a lot of them is about building somebody’s empathy here. because the staff start to see it wow, like these people can do some amazing things if we can show a little bit of that.
Debra:	Right. And that’s you know, what I’ve been working on as well. And I know that when you did the stuttering workshop, your keynote was Minda Dentler, who has been in the program before and is amazing.
Kunal:	Yes.
Debra:	And so, I really recommend my audience go back out to ruhglobal.com to the shows and listen to Minda’s episode because she blew me away. This woman has walked so much and yet, she is a triathlon, multiple triathlon and she’s just doing so much. She doesn’t have time for people to tell her what she can’t do because she’s too busy doing the stuff that people think she can’t do as a double amputee. So, she’s amazing.
Kunal:	Right. no. absolutely. So, just to clarify. So, minda… so, just after that mock interview…
Debra:	Okay. Alright.
Kunal:	Then I have launched a disabilities network.
Debra:	Oh. Perfect. Perfect for segueing to that. Cool.
Kunal:	So, Minda Dentler, she was our keynote for that because…
Debra:	Okay. Okay.
Kunal:	Because yes, just like you touched on, I wanted us to really highlight a story that we could show that these people with disabilities; there’s nothing stopping them. Right?
Debra:	I know. Except maybe you. So, get out of the way. I mean, not you personally. The you know, whoever is standing on the way.
Kunal:	Absolutely. And so, Minda was really able to show the staff that even without her legs; she was able to be the first woman in a wheelchair that completed the Ironman world championship.
Debra:	Yes. I want to do that.
Kunal:	Yes.
Debra:	Yes. So, tell… I’m curious a little bit about SMBC. And I know it’s a…
Kunal:	Yes.
Debra:	Japanese company and you happen to work in their New York office…
Kunal:	Yes.
Debra:	And of course, in Japan, they’re aging… Japan is the fastest aging society in the world. They’re way ahead of us and it’s scary. Because once again, as we age, we get over certain age, according to the AARP, 46 percent of us acquire disabilities.

	So, many people are aging into disabilities. And so, it’s a really powerful topic but, when you say you created this disabilities network, I’m curious about a couple of things. I sort of would get… Japan, they’re very… they really are trying to work on inclusion because of the aging factor and they’ve done some wonderful things but, I traditionally don’t see investment banks caring about these issues. And so, I’m curious about it for so many ways because I want more investment banking.

	We want more impact investing and social investing and the world wants the investors to care about our world and about the people that are in it. it goes back to that empathy thing. So, how did you, you know, convince an investment bank that…
Kunal:	Yes.
Debra:	This is… this is good for their business?
Kunal:	Yes. Absolutely. And so… I mean, I would say it was premised on two things. Just number one, having a firm that has people with disabilities and is an inclusive environment for people with disabilities is just good for business. Right?

	Like, you look at the top 45 companies on the disability’s equality index. Those organizations have shown relative to their competitors having twice… having twice the net income, 30 percent higher economic profit margins here. And so, you could really understand just from a straight business perspective why are companies really investing in this. And we all know our clients have disabilities as well. right? and then… and I was also able to help the organization see like this whole disability population; it really is everywhere. Right?
Debra:	Mm-hmm.
Kunal:	19 percent of the US population has a disability. 55 percent…
Debra:	Nope. Go up a little higher.
Kunal:	Higher.
Debra:	We’re now at 25 percent according to the CDC. A report from the CDC one in four Americans…
Kunal:	Right.
Debra:	Not… the 19 is huge, right? I interrupted you a ton so…
Kunal:	No. Don’t worry.
Debra:	It’s amazing but, go ahead. I’m so rude. I’m sorry that I… I shouldn’t have been.
Kunal:	No. I…
Debra:	I get excited.
Kunal:	Yes. No, that’s an important point there. But also, just like 55 percent of people have someone with a disability in their family. And then also I help them see that 70 percent of disabilities are invisible…
Debra:	Right.
Kunal:	That was really the big thing that it helped. Because then the organization was able to see that just this whole disability initiative is great for their culture. Right? because one, whether we could see it or not, people with disabilities are working here. right? Just… I mean, I can speak… I can speak from my own experience and also from… I mean, from colleagues that reached out to me. Right? like, a lot of… a lot of us have went through our whole lives trying to hide it, right?
Debra:	Right. Right.
Kunal:	But once the organization realize well, “oh no. these people are here already.” And the beauty about the whole disability’s population is that it is the initiative that really brings the staff together. Everyone can relate to the topics that impact the disability population so much. Right? Empathy, that’s something everyone needs a little more of in their life. Right?
Debra:	I agree. I agree.
Kunal:	People… people see… vulnerability, again, a topic that resonates with a lot of people. Perseverance, right? Like people love to see that perseverance story. And then a lot of what I found with this community is that this is all about emotional intelligence. Right? our emotional being. Everyone that needs that just…

	We think about all the stresses we have in our lives; from work, health condition, from our families, relationships, right? it’s just all of us need a more empathetic culture ways to reduce our stress. And so, this is something that I’ve found the only relation that really sees how great this is for the culture because once we’re able to develop an organization that’s inclusive to people with disabilities; you really start to breakdown so many barriers that may have existed before and it creates a safe space for… whether you have a disability or not, all of a sudden, you can be a little more human, right?

	No one is perfect here in the society.  No one is brave 100 percent of the time. No one has this completely stress-free life. right? and so, I think… I think just from being able to show the organization from using myself as the example of telling my own personal story, having Minda Dentler tell her story, having had so many people on disabilities community now come in and share their stories, it’s helped everyone see like, “oh. wow. I can be open here and people will accept me. People won’t hold it against me. They won’t judge me here.”
Debra:	Right. Right.
Kunal:	So, that’s really why the organizations really got behind it. From both… well, one, from business perspective and then two, for what this does for the organization’s culture.
Debra:	Right. and also, what we see is that society expects corporations to be good corporations. Society expects for them to you know, create programs where we can all be included.

	I was speaking at a very large event a couple of weeks ago. it is a really large financial organization and they were… what I… what I reminded them was, in the first place, I could see that they were five generations in their workforce because I could… you know, I can see it and I reminded them that the definition of the American’s with disabilities act is very broad and many of them were already part of this and I started mentioning some you know, cancer, diabetes things like that which makes them part of this community. But most people don’t really want to join our community. They don’t want to be a part of the… when really…

	When we talk about disabilities, all we’re talking about is humanity because perfect, we don’t even know what perfect means. But the reality is, as we live our lives, we move in and out of disability sometimes. Sometimes we… my daughter was born with down syndrome; she’s going to have down syndrome her whole life. but we move in and out of things. Like my husband.

	You know, my husband has a severe traumatic injury as a child. It made him disabled for a while then he overcame a lot of it. And now, as an adult, at 60, 70 years old now, he’s acquired full blown disability again. So, it… and we’ve been telling people that.

	We’ve been telling businesses that you’re talking about all of us here. you’re talking about all of us. if you can’t have the empathy to understand other people; you know, that’s a sad way to live your life. but the younger people have said they don’t want to work for corporations that do not make a difference.

	You know, there’s many of us that don’t want to do that. We don’t want to bank with you. we don’t want to buy from you. I no longer will buy pizza from Domino’s. I will not buy pizza from Domino’s even though I have been a customer of Dominos for years but, I’m just not going to.

	I’m not going to spend my money with Domino’s anymore because they didn’t want to make their website accessible for people with disabilities and took it all the way to supreme court. I think that’s a really bad brand decision on their part. I actually like their product because you know, somebody brings it to me which is great but, I just can’t do that because I believe it’s important also for our community to vote with our wallets.
Kunal:	Yes.
Debra:	And vote and work and you know, invest in corporations that invest in our community which is why I’m also impress with the work you’re doing.
Kunal:	Yes. No. yes. Yes. You hit on so many good points there because I realized after we launched this initiative that a lot of people, they want to have the impact. Right. that is where they’re getting fulfilment from their life. right. and always dedicate a lot of hours to our jobs, right?

	We really commit a lot of time but, we want the organization to be able to provide us an opportunity also to be able to make an impact. We all want to feel proud about the organization we work for. About the things that we are doing. And so… and so, that’s another reason that I became passionate about this was that… I mean, was that… because again, this isn’t just about disabilities, right? it’s also about how do you create allies? Right.
Debra:	Right. Right.
Kunal:	The allies; it’s not that they are bad people. Right. It’s just many of these people just didn’t have a forum or an understanding to know how could they have the impact. How could they get involved in this. And so, that’s why I realized that I got to bring it into here. right.

	I need to… I and they can do it to help develop these allies. To help… to help them see like… like you can have a life changing impact on this organization, on these people’s lives if you just come listen for an hour here. and that’s what I found. The staff, they love having impact. They love learning about this. And also, it is very rewarding.

	I mean, a lot of these are fun interesting people. So many life lessons that we learn from people with disabilities that we can apply to our own lives. And so, that’s why the staff is still hungry for more and more of this because now, we’re all able to see the value proposition of what good this community brings to not just the organization but also into each of our own individual lives as well.
Debra:	Right. and I also want to note that we know for sure. We have many, many, many studies that people with disabilities are often more productive than their non-disabled peers. So, it is not a charity play to hire people with disabilities. It is not a charity play to make sure you’re accessible and inclusive. This is good for your bottom-line.

	Now, you said that you created the disability’s network and I think that you mean an employee resource group but…
Kunal:	Yes.
Debra:	Know that for sure. So, is that… so, tell us about your disabilities network.
Kunal:	Yes.
Debra:	And who’s included because I see corporations doing it different ways.
Kunal:	Yes. Yes. Absolutely. And yes. So, you are right. this was a… so, what we launched is an employee resource group and it is called Unique and…
Debra:	Okay. I love that.
Kunal:	Yes. Yes. So, the reason I needed this was just because certainly, things you touched on. Right. People with disabilities bring a unique perspective to the team because they have so much perseverance here. right. yes. Also, because they are shown yet to be more loyal to their employees as well and have higher job retention rates.

	I mean, I think about how… because the organization accepted me, how committed I am to them. Right? like, I would do anything for this whole organization. And then, I mean, and then finally, you start to realize, if you look at the core aspects of the job, people with disabilities can do these jobs. Right? you don’t need like…
Debra:	Of course, they can.
Kunal:	To be able to do like the jobs care. Right. or all these because of this voice. So, just… so, it’s an employee resource group. So, yes. Basically, the way I…

	So, the way I launched this was I basically ended up tapping nine of the senior leaders who serve as mock interviewers at that mock interview event for the stuttering community and each one of these people are directors and above because I wanted to send the message that, “listen. This is an initiative that the most senior levels of the firm believe from all the different groups.” And also, one of my co-heads is a senior leader who is an ally. Because again, I want to show the message. this isn’t just like a disability’s thing. Like this is something both someone with the disabilities in terms of myself and then this ally really believes in.

	And also, since our launch of June fifth, we now have over 55 employees who are part of this employee resource group. And so, they’re spread out within four committees. We have a events committee. We have a communications committee. We have a learning and development committee and we have a recruitment committee. And so, the past… I mean, yes, the past eight months, we have just done a number of different events around each of those teams where we just had just such an impact on our organization. And so, we’re so focus on expanding this now.
Debra:	So, I have a couple of questions and a comment to make. I’m going to… I’m going to do a shout out for Kate Nash who is the CEO of My Purple Space and Purple Light Up and she… and of course, she knows I like purple obviously.

	So, she encourages corporations to light up purple in some way on the international day of persons with disabilities, December third. And she also owns a company in the United Kingdom called My Purple Space which is about employee resource groups. It’s about creating employee resource groups for people with disabilities. But, I’m curious, when you… When you… and she… also, she has a… she has a link right now where they’re doing a survey about employee resource groups. So, I’ll send you the link so that you can… you can fill it out because you probably will be very interested in what they’re doing there but, it’s really an amazing program.

	So, I’m wondering, when you created yours, did you create it… and I don’t mean just for but, is it for people with disabilities or is it for… so, I have a couple of questions I’m going to throw in there. So, is it only for people with disabilities or is it for you know, people that care about this community like myself? When my daughter was born with Down syndrome, I had no idea that I actually also had disabilities because to be honest, we’re just human beings and we all bring stuff to the table. We all have challenges. It’s part of being alive. So…
Kunal:	Yes.
Debra:	I knew that I had struggled with depression in my life and the ADHD sets it up a little bit more but, I never thought about it.
Kunal:	Yes.
Debra:	But, so, I’m curious if you’re including others in there. And also, I just want to point out a couple of things that you talked about. The allies. The intersectionality of disabilities and all the other diversity groups.

	You know, you can have a person that… like I’ll mention LaMondre Pough who is our chief sustainability officer. He is an African American. He is… you know, he has a deep religious belief so he would fall under that diversity and he is also a man that uses a wheelchair and has severe disability.

	So, the intersectionality of disabilities is very important. And so, as you’ve mentioned a couple of times, the allies. Because people can be an ally whether they have anyone in their life with disabilities or not but they’re empathetic as you so eloquently said. So, I threw a lot at you but, I was just curious…
Kunal:	Yes.
Debra:	How the mix of your group is and…
Kunal:	Of course. Yes.
Debra:	You know.
Kunal:	Yes. Yes. Yes. So, first, just touching on your first question about who is this for. Right. This group is not for the disability community. This… I formed this because of two reasons. One, I realized, if you’re someone with the disability, you need some kind of group to go to as an outlet. Right. to come together to help support you. So, yes, it is for that community but, I realize also too, all the other people who don’t have disabilities also needed a group to go to, to actually learn about these disabilities.

	So, I mean, that is why I have formed this. It was really to draw both communities. And because I realized that without having both communities having somewhere to go, to really learn about these disabilities, to get the support, get involved; it becomes very difficult for them to be able to get any kind of support or to have any kind of impact because of the schedules that they have in their work life etc.

	Also, what I realized too was that people with disabilities, like, I spent a lot of time with national stuttering association. Every month, there’s about 70 of us who stutters get together in New York city. We all… we all talk about some of our mental health challenges, the challenges that we go through. Many people with disabilities, it’s easy for us to connect with the other people with disabilities but, I realized that people with disability, so many of them, where our fear comes is from the non-disability population.

	We don’t believe that they have the empathy. That they will care. That they really understand. And so, that’s why I was so passionate about building these allies. Right. that’s why in my whole community, the people who… myself and nine other allies so that we could just show… just really be so clear that allies really believe and this isn’t just some disabilities group. Right. this is… this is… all these allies coming together.

	And so, I would tell you… I mean, from those who have been comfortable disclosing it to me, I would tell you that the majority of our employee resource group is actually made up of allies. And again, I mean, I can’t confirm this because you know, 70 percent of disabilities are invisible but…
Debra:	Right. Right.
Kunal:	I mean… but, yes. But yes. We do have… I know several people with these invisible disabilities who have disclose to me just on a confidential basis…
Debra:	Right.
Kunal:	But I know that most of our group is made out of allies. And these people with disabilities, they’re getting so empowered. Even though they are not public with it and they want to keep it private still but, I can feel them getting empowered. Seeing 50 members of our senior management going through a disability awareness and etiquette training conducted by the New York city mayor’s office of the disability…
Debra:	Yes. They do wonderful work. Wonderful work.
Kunal:	Just two weeks ago. The message that that sends that we’re sending our most senior members of the organization through this training because we believe this is critical for our staff is huge. I mean, the people with disabilities seeing 150 staff members come together to come to this day of workshop on learning the principles of how to stop worrying and start living… really start to touch onto that whole mental health aspect. Right?
Debra:	Right. Right.
Kunal:	Again, it’s each… it’s each of these events where the allies are coming up or showing up that helps them see that “oh man. Maybe the organization really does believe us. Maybe the allies do understand. Maybe I don’t have to feel insecure about this or have to hide it.” like…
Debra:	Right. Right.
Kunal:	“Maybe people will be accepting.” So, that’s why I’m so passionate about getting these allies onboard. Having the senior management say the critical messages out there and putting out communication, constantly showing support for these disabilities so that we can… we can establish a culture of trust and help these people see like we do value you. The allies understand here and the organization wants us here.
Debra:	Right. Right. And also, we find that including people with disabilities in the workforce; you’re getting more innovation too because many people with disabilities whether they’re visible or physical and you can see them, they are a natural problem solvers because the world is not very accessible to us. And so, you get really productive, amazing, innovative employees and if you’re… you know, that’s critical to the bottom-line.

	So, I know we’re out of time. Probably we went a little over but, I just love your voice. And so, tell the audience how they can learn more about your work. Are you on social media? Can they follow you on social media? And…
Kunal:	Yes.
Debra:	We’ll also include those links on with the show as well. But, tell them how… tell us how people can get a hold of you.
Kunal:	Yes. Yes. Absolutely. So, yes. You can follow me just on LinkedIn. Again, my name is KUNAL and last name MAHAJAN. And yes, just on there, I have a lot of information about myself and Unique and I love anyone to drop me an email. If you want to talk anything more about some of the initiatives We are launching and how I can help your organization as well. My email is just kunal_mahajan@smbcgroup.com.
Debra:	Cool. Cool. And we’ll include that. We’ll include that with the link but, thank you so much for your advocacy. Your leadership and for making the world a better place. We definitely are very grateful for you. So, thanks for being on the show today.
Kunal:	Absolutely. And thank you for having me. And also, just the amazing work you guys are doing as well because so many of us wouldn’t be able to have… really have a voice that can be spread enough and for the great work you guys are doing. So, thank you again for all the work you’re doing…
Debra:	Thank you. Thank you.
Kunal:	At your end as well.
Debra:	Thank you. So, bye everyone.
Kunal:	Bye.
