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As a professional in the field of deaf-blindness, one of the most common questions I am asked is, “What do deaf-blind people do for a living?”  This article will address one very successful employment option for individuals who have both vision and hearing loss.  

The Business Enterprise Program (BEP) is a product of the Randolph-Sheppard Act of 1936.  This landmark federal legislation gave priority to people who are legally blind to operate businesses in federal buildings.  Soon thereafter, all 50 states created similar legislation that included state, county, city and municipal buildings.  States also created programs that train and license blind people who become small business operators.  The eligibility requirements for applicants to the BEP program, who must be at least 18 years of age, are United States citizenship and legal blindness.  Many states also require a high school diploma or equivalent as well as eligibility for vocational rehabilitation services.  

In fiscal year 2006, the Rehabilitation Service Administration (RSA) reported that 3,040 vending facilities were operated by 2,575 vendors as part of the Randolph-Sheppard Vending Facility Program.  Of that figure, a surprising number of those blind vendors also had a significant hearing loss.  

Survey of Blind Vendors with Hearing Loss 

In late 2005, regional representatives with the Helen Keller National Center for Deaf-Blind Youths and Adults (HKNC) identified several blind vendors who also had hearing loss working successfully in the Randolph-Sheppard program.  Little, if any, research has been done regarding this unique segment of the BEP or the business world.  Attempts were made to identify and survey these hard-working merchants across the United States.  

As a result of telephone and email interviews, a total of 29 such vendors in 20 states (as indicated below) were contacted:  
Alabama (2) 


Colorado (2)

Florida 



Hawaii

Idaho (2)



Illinois (2)

Iowa




Louisiana

Michigan



Maryland (5)




Missouri 



Nebraska





New Mexico


New York (2)




North Carolina


Oklahoma




Pennsylvania


South Carolina




Tennessee



Virginia

Demographics

The age of the surveyed vendors ranged from 36 to 77 years of age with 55 being the average, as well as the median, age.  In terms of gender, a survey by Tucker and Moore in 1997 reported 23.9% of all BEP vendors were female.  In our survey, only 5, or 17% of the facility operators were women.  Thus, there were fewer female vendors with combined vision and hearing loss than female vendors with only vision loss.  No other demographic data was obtained in this study.  

Years of Service

The 29 individuals we surveyed reported that they have worked a total of 389 years with the BEP, making their work into a career. The longest number of years worked is 46.  One person just began working at his site in the past year.  The average number of years worked in the BEP by this group is 16 years, with many of them having worked between 20-30 years.  A few of the individuals are still in their state’s BEP training program.  This speaks positively that states are continuing to include individuals with vision and hearing loss in their training programs.  

Location of Vending Sites

BEP vendors work in a wide range of settings and those interviewed are no exception.  These vendors manage vending sites, vending routes, convenience stores, gift shops, news stands, cafeterias, and multiple dining facilities.  Several of the cafeteria managers are also responsible for vending machines within their building.  Although some of the vendors work independently without any hired staff, a large number of them hire between 1-4 people to help them in their work.  One manager supervises over 100 employees within his facility.  The settings where these vendors work include military bases, federal buildings, state buildings, post offices, and correctional institutions.  Other operators manage vending machines at rest areas along Interstate highways.  One vending manager reports operating the longest vending route in the United States:  825 miles long.  He travels that route every few days to restock the vending machines and maintain the vending area.  

Interestingly, a number of the managers began working in one type of a facility and changed to another, e.g., began in a vending site and then moved to a cafeteria.  They change their sites for a number of reasons including: better income, more flexible hours, proximity to home, relocation, and to decrease stress.  

Several of the managers were unable to disclose their vending site locations for national security reasons.  The nature of the work being conducted at these facilities is highly confidential.  No photographs can be taken.  The BEP vendors had to undergo a thorough background check before they could begin employment at these high security sites.  

Causes of Vision and Hearing Loss

All of these remarkable vendors have some level of vision and hearing loss and a number of them actually have no useable vision or hearing.  They list a number of reasons as the cause of their vision loss including retinitis pigmentosa (RP), retinal detachment, Stargardt’s disease (a form of macular degeneration), tumors, optic atrophy, congenital cataracts, glaucoma, and congenital rubella syndrome.  One condition, RP, affects the majority (65%) of the respondents.  

There are a number of causes of hearing loss as well including Usher syndrome, age-related hearing loss (presbycusis); noise damage, e.g., loud music and military service; illness, e.g., pneumonia, congenital rubella, tumors and encephalitis; and unknown causes.  Usher syndrome affects the largest percentage (38%) of the respondents.  

The term “deaf-blind” is used to describe someone with any combination of significant vision and hearing loss.  One surprising finding relates to when these blind vendors became deaf-blind.  It was anticipated that most of them began their training as a blind person and later developed hearing loss while on the job.  On the contrary, an overwhelming majority (84%) began their BEP career with both vision and hearing loss.  Again, this emphasizes that people who are deaf-blind are being considered for state BEP training programs and are being offered vending sites as a result of the bid process.   

Communication Skills

Some people may wonder how a person who is deaf-blind can work in this field which requires so many levels of communication.  If they can’t hear well, how can they respond to a customer’s question, order products from a supplier or offer direction to employees?  Many of the vendors have some residual hearing and speech.  For these individuals, hearing aids, assistive listening devices (ALDs), and cochlear implants are used to improve what they hear.  One vendor reported having just received new digital hearing aids.  He was amazed that he could hear the hum of the machines without droning out the voices of his customers.  Several vendors began with hearing aids, but when they were no longer effective due to the progressive nature of their hearing loss, they opted for a cochlear implant.  The process of obtaining a cochlear implant includes an outpatient surgical procedure to implant the device.  The person also wears a processor and receives mapping with specialized computers to train the brain to understand sounds again.  With time and training, these vendors can once again converse with customers, talk on the telephone, and join group discussions.  One vendor became the first person who is deaf-blind in his state to receive two cochlear implants, allowing him to locate the source of the sounds with ease.  Other surveyed vendors reported using ALDs in the workplace.   These devices can be used alone or with hearing aids to pick up only sounds that are desired such as employee voices in a meeting or the request of a customer.  

Many times the nature of the setting for these vendors creates difficult listening situations.  For example, in vending, the hum of machines and coolers can interfere with hearing a customer.  In a cafeteria, the hissing of steaming pots, pans banging, and people yelling also creates frustration for the listener with hearing loss.  Many of the vendors describe effective communication strategies they use to help combat these daily issues.  For example, they ask for clarification or repeat an order to insure accuracy.  One vendor posts signs in his small site explaining that he has vision and hearing loss, and how best to communicate with him.  This helps the customers feel at ease and relieves him from explaining his communication to new customers each day.  Another vendor reports that his customer base remains the same, given the secure nature of the facility.  His customers know about his vision and hearing loss and the communication strategies that work best.  This lack of exposure to new customers has its drawbacks (limiting revenue), but also makes it easier for this vendor to relate to his consistent customers.  

Some of the vendors who were born deaf or who lost their hearing completely utilize American Sign Language (ASL) as their primary method of communication.  Combined with the vision loss, many use ASL tactually, to feel the signs of the person as they communicate.  Several of these vendors have hired a person to help facilitate communication with customers and suppliers, someone who also can sign.  Sometimes this person is a spouse, an interpreter student, or a friend.    

Due to the location of the vending sites, many vendors reported having a large number of culturally Deaf customers.  For these vendors, it was important to develop communication skills with this unique segment of their customer base.  Many of these blind vendors learned fingerspelling (one hand shape for each letter) tactually or some basic signs.  Still others use print-on-palm, writing with an index finger in the palm of one’s hand or using the index finger to “write” on a table.  

Assistive technology can be used for one-to-one communication, depending on the communication skills of both parties.  There are also a variety of technological options for communicating over the telephone including use of amplifiers, TTYs (with large visual display or refreshable braille display), videophones, pagers and telephone relay services.

All of the participants, despite the degree of their vision and hearing loss, have developed multiple communication strategies, depending on the situation.  Even the most prepared person occasionally experiences a broken hearing aid, an especially noisy setting, or poor lighting that prevents speech reading.  When these situations occur, alternate strategies for communication are used.  Some of these include using paper and a 20/20 pen (bold black marker) or a whiteboard and dry erase marker for note writing; and sending and receiving email and text messages.  

Several of the cafeteria site vendors reported difficulty and stress with additional hearing loss.  Many switched over to vending sites to accommodate their additional loss of hearing, making their setting and communications more manageable.  Ironically, some of the vendors switched from vending to cafeteria sites once they got additional hearing assistance, e.g., digital hearing aids or cochlear implants, which gave them back confidence when interacting with customers in this very busy and noisy setting.  Only a small number (3%) of the interviewed vendors were dissatisfied with their work. Utilizing effective communication strategies and/or aids (human or technology) was a key determinant in vendor satisfaction and happiness in their work. 

Accommodations

There is always more than one way to complete a task and vendors with vision and hearing loss are quite resourceful in this area.  The merchants are using a variety of talking technology to assist them on their sites including:  a talking cash register, talking calculator, talking thermometer (to monitor refrigerator temperature when repairing machines), and coin and bill counters (both talking and vibrating devices).  They also use closed circuit televisions (CCTV) and magnifiers to access print materials with residual vision.  One vendor reports that he uses a flashlight mounted to his hat to better view the items in his dimly lit machines.  A good number of the vendors (50%) are skilled braille readers and create braille labels for items in the machines and in the storeroom.

The computer has become an integral tool for the small business operator.  These vendors use it for a variety of reasons:  to track inventory, manage monthly reports, pay bills, order supplies, handle tax paperwork and do price comparisons with suppliers.  They use several types of assistive technology to access their computer data to compensate for their vision and hearing loss.  Some of the adaptations (without naming specific tools or software) include increasing the text size, changing text color and contrast, providing speech output, refreshable braille displays, and braille embossers. 

Because these vendors manage and operate their own sites, they can also hire people to assist them with their many tasks, depending on their needs.  A large percentage of the vendors have hired staff that assist with one or more of these tasks:  driving, guiding, filling out paperwork, communication, as well as working the vending site.  The beauty of the job is that these vendors have the flexibility to hire only the assistance they need in order to get the job done.  

Finally, these vendors attribute much of their success to strategies that are useful in any business.  Good memory skills and effective organizational skills are crucial.  One vendor states that he organizes items in the machines in a particular order so that he can monitor what needs to be restocked.  Another vendor reports that she is careful to return items to their original location so they don’t get misplaced or lost.  Still another vendor alphabetizes items in his store so that he can locate them easily.  

Training

The vendors speak very highly of the training they received from their state BEP training programs.  They praise the emphasis on business management and use of technology and computer skills to effectively run their site.  For some of these vendors, it was their first exposure to a computer, having entered the BEP training after working several years in other professions that emphasized manual or physical labor.  

Many of the vendors were also complimentary of the training they received from their state rehabilitation (orientation) center and the Helen Keller National Center in New York.  These programs gave them the skills they needed in mobility, independence, and communication to be successful in any vocation.  It was after this training that they entered their state’s Randolph-Sheppard training program.  

Other vendors reported that, after having worked in the BEP for a few years, they pursued and attained college degrees.  For some, it was the challenge, the continual quest for knowledge.  For others, it was a means to increase their management skills.

Why Work in this Field

When asked what aspects of the vendor management job they enjoy the most, the responses were quite varied.  Here is a summary of the major themes:

· I love owning my own business…there’s nothing better!

· I enjoy the friendships I develop with the customers.

· Every day is a different challenge.

· I like to make people (my customers) happy.

· I get to respond to problems with solutions.

· I enjoy learning new skills (computer).

· It’s great to be a taxpayer instead of a tax user.

· I like using my hands.

· The income allows me to do things in my free time that I enjoy.

· My husband quit his low-paying job and went to work for me!

· I enjoy learning about and trying out new products.

· I love the independence and flexibility of this job.  

· Managing people and my site is something I really enjoy.  

Improving on a Good Thing

When asked if the vendor managers had suggestions on how to improve their job, site, or the BEP itself, several stated that they had no suggestions and were satisfied.  One person asked how one could improve upon perfection?  A few of the vendors were too new at their role to offer suggestions.  However, several of the vendor managers made some noteworthy observations based upon the particulars of their site.  


· A desire for more machines or locations on a route in order to increase earning capacity;

· A desire for more customers due to low traffic or limited access of the site (to increase revenue);

· Frustration that the cost of technology makes it more expensive for vendors who are blind and deaf-blind to compete with their hearing sighted peers in the business world;

· Concern with some suppliers (who own their own routes) who are not flexible with the amount of product they offer to the vendor, e.g., required minimum sales, limiting product amounts, or limiting when they can bring the supplies;

· Several issues related to theft, break-ins, damage to machines on a regular basis and the need for increased security, better lighting, alarms, and video monitoring of the sites;

· Observation that people who are blind and deaf-blind must constantly prove that they are good employees and managers of their businesses; and 

· A desire to have ownership in the vending business whereas upon retirement or death, there would be something to sell or pass down to family members much like typical business ownership.

Involvement in Vendors’ Groups

Involvement in local, state, and national vendor groups was another question in the survey.  Many of the states offer local vendor managers’ meetings for certain metropolitan communities.  There are also statewide vendor manager meetings that occur quarterly to annually.  There are also two national consumer organizations, the National Federation of the Blind (NFB) and the American Council of the Blind (ACB) that have divisions or affiliates of blind vendors.  Within NFB, the division is called the National Association of Blind Merchants (NABM).  Within ACB, the affiliate is called the Randolph Sheppard Vendors of America (RSVA).  

An impressive 75% of the vendors with vision and hearing loss are involved to some degree in their state or national vendor organization.  These vendors were proud of their involvement and representation in these organizations.  They were quick to explain that their involvement helps to protect their own interests in the BEP and empowers them to influence change. It also helps vendors to get to know their peers and develop camaraderie in this very specialized field.  These vendors with vision and hearing loss have held officer positions and received a number of awards including “Rookie of the Year” and “Vendor of the Year” for their state.  The vendors have requested and received accommodations for their hearing loss at these state and national organization events including sign language interpreters and ALDs that have allowed them full participation in the events. 

Vendor Recommendations

The deaf-blind vendors who were surveyed were eager to share their years of experience and advice.  When asked what they would recommend to a newly-hired vendor manager with vision and hearing loss, their suggestions were plentiful and wise.

· You will be nervous at first, but it will be fine.

· Give the job 110% effort.

· Treat the business as a business from the first day.

· Never forget that you are a living advertisement (good or bad) for Blind people nationwide.  

· Remember that customers are not hemorrhoids - they are your livelihood!

· Never play games with your books and expenses.  The BEP or the IRS could examine your records at any time.  

· Make the most of every opportunity that presents itself.  This will better yourself and the deaf-blind community as a whole.  

· If you are having trouble hearing, go see an audiologist and get some aids.  Forget vanity!

· Have good mobility training and skills to be mobile in your work environment.  

· Treat all people fairly and with respect.  

· Don’t be afraid to fail.  Learn from your mistakes.  

· Have an effective means of written communication, e.g. large print, braille, technology.  Without it, you are illiterate.  

· Get connected! (in state and national vendor groups)

· Many people are very afraid of becoming blind.  By helping your customers feel comfortable with your blindness, you can change those fears and misconceptions.

· Keep track of your inventory.  Know what you have.

· Take all of the BEP courses your state offers.  Keep learning with other workshops and conferences.

· Be open and forthcoming about your vision and hearing loss.  Seek assistance if needed.  

· Keep trying even when it gets tough.

· Have open communication with your customers.  Create a suggestion box to inquire about their satisfaction and solicit input for new products/changes.  

· Keep the machines/site clean.

· Being blind can be your weakness or your strength.  You decide.

· Get organized!  Use any technique, tool or technology to make it happen.

· Keep a smile on your face when dealing with customers.  

· Treat your facility as if it’s the best one in the state!

Author Recommendations

After compiling the data from the 29 interviews from vendor managers with vision and hearing loss from across the country, there are several additional recommendations that can be made to these vendors and to others in the field.  

1)  As vendors with both vision and hearing loss, be proud of the work you are doing.  This is an incredibly challenging field with many demands.  Take pride in your success and work.  

2)  Get connected.  Vendors are encouraged to join their local or state BEP group and attend the quarterly/annual meetings.  Find out what is happening at these levels and influence changes being made that will impact all blind vendors.  At the national level, consider joining the National Association of Blind Merchants or the Randolph Sheppard Vendors of America.  These organizations can offer you many benefits including advocacy; support; insurance benefits; legal and tax protection/assistance; information/resources via newsletter, website and listserv; and additional training and conferences.  The benefits offered by RSVA and NABM is only half of the equation.  The other half is the benefit these organizations will gain from participation by more vendors with vision and hearing loss, educating them on their interests and successes.   

3)  Educate yourself about the laws and regulations surrounding the Business Enterprise Program. There are private and public entities that see the income potential of the Randolph Sheppard program and seek to change the laws that govern it. These outside interests want to make these business opportunities open to all Americans, not just people with a vision loss.  Educate yourself about the laws to protect your business interests and your livelihood.  

4)  Seek assistance when needed.  Throughout life, everyone needs assistance at times to remain successful.  When questions or issues arise, seek the support of trusted individuals.

a) If you have concerns with your vending site, seek support from your state BEP management office.  

b) If you are struggling with additional loss of vision or hearing, contact the Helen Keller National Center.  There are regional offices located across the country that can provide information and support.  Some examples may include the name of a reputable audiologist, a vendor that sells a particular device, local deaf-blind social group, funding sources for technology, and/or training to adjust to additional loss of vision and/or hearing.  

c) If you want to connect with other blind vendors who have hearing loss, consider requesting a mentorship with one of the 29 identified vendors with both vision and hearing loss across the country.  Contact the author to help make the connection.

     5) Recruit individuals with vision and hearing loss into the BEP program.   Expansion of the Randolph-Sheppard Program is good for everyone.  Recruiting potential deaf-blind vendors in addition to blind vendors provides an extra pool of qualified candidates for the program.  

Conclusions

The Business Enterprise Program is an outstanding employment opportunity for persons who have vision and hearing loss.  There is an excellent income potential that allows these business operators to live comfortably in their communities of choice.  These vendor managers have the freedom to hire and pay for any support needed to be effective in managing the business.  This flexibility makes this an ideal job for the person with the drive to be successful in this field.  

Vendors with vision and hearing loss are proud of the work that they are doing.  During the interview process, many noted that they were surprised and pleased that someone was interested in their success.  These operators were eager to share their stories and identify those techniques and tools that make them competitive with their blind and hearing peers.  Several vendors noted that there is no difference between doing the job as a blind person or a deaf-blind person.  Others noted a difference but were equally as proud of their success.  

Vocational rehabilitation counselors, BEP program managers and state administrators have done a good job recruiting blind persons with hearing loss into the Randolph-Sheppard training program.  They should continue to recruit them for the training and offer sites to these merchants.  

References

Rehabilitation Service Administration.  (2007) Summary of statistical information of the Randolph-Sheppard vending facility program for fiscal year 2006 (Information Memorandum RSA-IM-07-05; dated June 27, 2007) Washington, DC:  U.S. Department of Education.  

Roberts, J. (2006).  What is the Business Enterprise Program?  Retrieved 3/13/2007 from http://www.blind.msstate.edu/bep/about.html 
Tucker, A. & Moore, J.E. (1997).  Inclusion of women in the Randolph-Sheppard program.  [Monograph].  Mississippi State, MS:  Rehabilitation Research and Training Center on Blindness and Low Vision.  
Acknowledgements

The author would like to express thanks to the vendors with vision and hearing loss for volunteering to be a part of this research.  A special “thank you” goes to Mr. Kevin Papin, a deaf-blind vendor from St. Louis, Missouri.  Kevin was a co-presenter and collaborator at the Spring, 2007 National Council of State Agencies for the Blind (NCSAB) Conference in Bethesda, MD and the NABM division meeting at the 2007 NFB Conference in Atlanta, GA.  Kevin’s success has been the motivation behind this project.  

Additional gratitude goes to the BEP program managers, state deaf-blind specialists and state directors for identifying their vendors with hearing loss and connecting them with this author.  Appreciation is also extended to NFB’s National Association of Blind Merchants and to ACB’s Randolph-Sheppard Vendors of America.  Thank you for knowing that this is a terrific employment field for blind people who also have hearing loss.  

Additionally, this author would like to sincerely thank Ms. Nancy O’Donnell for her valuable review and comments on this report.  Lastly, to the administration and field staff of the Helen Keller National Center, thank you for your continued support of this project.  It’s been a pleasure to talk with consumers from your regions.  The follow-up services and supports you provided to these vendors when requested was much appreciated.  

_______________________________________________________  2
6/08 The Success of Blind Vendors who also have Hearing Loss, 

Compiled by Beth Jordan, Helen Keller National Center, 913-677-4562 voice/TTY; beth.jordan@hknc.org 

