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[bookmark: _Toc50552073]Abstract / Executive Summary

ECommerce opportunities represent a unique opportunity for individuals – particularly those with disabilities – to engage in the workforce in productive, meaningful, and integrated ways. Prior to COVID-19, participants could typically work from home more often than their traditionally employed counterparts. Forty-three percent (43%) of gig workers – or those who earn income from task-based or eCommerce-based activities – reported working from home as compared to 19.9% of all workers.[footnoteRef:2] With the impact of COVID-19 changing how businesses work, nearly half of the workforce is estimated to be working from home.[footnoteRef:3] Many experience reduced bias from employers in traditional work environments by virtue of the fact they are not in a traditional office environment or interview process, and many in the disability community report higher job satisfaction and earnings than their traditionally-employed peers.  [2:  Page 12 - https://assets.aspeninstitute.org/content/uploads/2017/02/Regional-and-Industry-Gig-Trends-2017.pdf]  [3:  https://documentcloud.adobe.com/link/review?uri=urn%3Aaaid%3Ascds%3AUS%3A25ef03e6-a4f7-4084-aa25-40807e3d66fa#pageNum=3] 

However, work in non-traditional employment – such as eCommerce – can bring forth a variety of new challenges for workers. Some of these challenges include poor accessibility functionality for necessary technology, the triggering of the “benefits cliff” – an increase in income which can result in a loss of key resources like healthcare that are tied to income and poverty metrics – and a lack of support from agencies to sustain these non-traditional career pathways due to a lack of understanding or resources. 
However, these opportunities and challenges ultimately provide an opportunity for organizations such as the Massachusetts Commission for the Blind (MCB) to expand positive outcomes for consumers.
In 2018, the Small Business Administration (SBA) Office of Advocacy reported that there were 514,298 “non-employer” firms, or firms that have no paid employees and are typically self-employed individuals, out of a total of 652,661 firms.[footnoteRef:4][footnoteRef:5] This represents an opportunity for consumers to gain new streams of income, gain or refine transferrable skills, and achieve independence like their traditionally-employed peers. Each of these outcomes align with the core mission of organizations like MCB. [4:  https://www.sba.gov/sites/default/files/advocacy/2018-Small-Business-Profiles-MA.pdf]  [5:  https://www.census.gov/epcd/nonemployer/view/define.html#:~:text=A%20nonemployer%20business%20is%20one,subject%20to%20federal%20income%20taxes.] 

However, to achieve this, policy and programmatic barriers must be addressed. Policies such as WIOA’s Employment First policy may inadvertently create a disincentive to prepare consumers for eCommerce opportunities. State laws vary in terms of how to count non-traditional or alternative workers and track consumer income. This can create challenges for state agencies to meet federally-mandated performance measures. Similarly, the lack of standardized definitions for non-traditional work arrangements create challenges for agency staff trying to establish a support network  for consumers seeking careers in non-traditional work. 
From a policy perspective, many states have begun to address how the federally-funded workforce system and state vocational rehabilitation systems can begin to address these policy issues. Florida, Maine, and California – among others – have updated legislation to support investment in non-traditional career paths. In Nevada and South Texas, non-profits serving the blind and visually-impaired community have established unique programs leveraging platforms like eBay to provide consumers with real-world work experience in eCommerce environments. 
Similarly, existing programs for the blind and visually-impaired, such as the Randolph-Sheppard Act program, may offer a template for how MCB can develop programs in-house or partner with its existing network to deploy “trainings” and other support for MCB consumers interested in eCommerce.  
Likewise, MCB may be able to leverage existing resources – such as its accessibility consulting department – to work with platforms to reduce or eliminate barriers to consumer engagement. 
This study assesses the feasibility of MCB assisting legally blind consumers with establishing business enterprises on eBay or Amazon. Overall, we find that with some modifications to policy, updates to programs, and use of existing partnerships, MCB can adequately assist consumers with establishing business enterprises through entities like eBay or Amazon. 

[bookmark: _Toc50552074]introduction 
[bookmark: _Toc50552075]Study Objective 
The Massachusetts Commission for the Blind (MCB) provides high quality rehabilitation and social services to Massachusetts residents who are blind, leading to their independence and full community participation. To achieve this, MCB partners with various support agencies to provide referrals or direct services to support consumers. Specifically, MCB delivers vocational rehabilitation services to eligible consumers to assist those seeking employment. Many consumers are referred to MCB under Section 136, Chapter 6, of the Commonwealth’s General Laws which, “Requires vision professionals to report people who are diagnosed as legally blind to MCB within 30 days of their diagnoses.”[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  https://www.mass.gov/info-details/overview-of-the-massachusetts-commission-for-the-blind] 

As such, MCB serves hundreds of consumers annually – with social service or vocational rehabilitation services. MCB maintains a business services unit which assists employers with hiring Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) consumers through job listings, job matching, and employer support – such as technology consulting – to ensure employers have adequate accessibility support. 
In 2014, Congress passed the Workforce Innovation & Opportunity Act (WIOA). In relation to MCB’s mission, Title IV of WIOA subsequently amended the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 – among other laws with workforce components – to better integrate and ultimately modernize how the nation’s federally-funded workforce development system would collaborate to provide meaningful employment opportunities to Americans. As noted in the name of the Act, the passage of WIOA signaled a shift in allowing states to explore innovative practices such as exploring the role of entrepreneurship, self-employment, and alternative work arrangement in creating positive employment outcomes. Many states, including the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, have subsequently begun to explore what those programs look like. 
MCB is interested in studying the feasibility of consumers establishing business enterprises through eCommerce platforms such as Amazon or eBay. 
This feasibility study:
1. Identifies policies which may support dedicating resources to this initiative.
2. Identifies policies or practices which may create barriers to supporting the initiative.
3. Identifies and shares best practices of similar successful eCommerce programs.
4. Assesses the general accessibility of a selection of platforms for the visually impaired community.
5. Recommends partnerships which would enhance MCB’s ability to encourage participation on these platforms as eCommerce enterprise.
[bookmark: _Toc50552076]Results Vision
This study will provide MCB with:
1. A policy framework which supports this concept as a feasible opportunity for generating positive outcomes.
2. Identification of best existing practices and common barriers MCB and consumers may experience in deploying eCommerce programs based on literature reviews, key informant interviews, and peer state research.
3. Recommendations for MCB to consider in terms of initial policy, programmatic, and partnerships which will support long-term sustainability. 

[bookmark: _Toc50552077]Methodology
The PCG project team used several methods to better understand the feasibility of MCB assisting consumers with establishing eCommerce enterprises. These methods are summarized below:
	[image: ]
Interviews
	· Interviews with businesses who may enter contracting agreements with their workers
· Interviews with businesses who may procure goods or services through eCommerce platforms
· Interviews with partner organizations with an interest in developing workforce prepared for eCommerce, gig economy, and zero-hour contract work. 
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Literature Review
	· PCG reviewed more than 70 articles from government and advocacy sources. 
· Sample sources included the Office of Disability Employment (ODEP), Partnership on Employment & Accessible Technology, The Council of State Governments, Pew Research Center, Institute for the Future of Work, and National Conference of State Legislatures. 
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Web Survey
	· Business Customer Survey: PCG received 13 responses from Massachusetts businesses who have worked with MCB. The survey, distributed as part of PCG’s work compiling a Comprehensive Statewide Needs Assessment (CSNA), included questions related to eCommerce activity.  
· MCB Staff Survey: PCG and MCB distributed a survey to MCB staff to assess existing capacity and knowledge of apprenticeship. PCG received responses from 19 career counselors and 5 business services staff.
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National Research
	· PCG conducted research on peer state programs to identify policies, programs, and partnerships which may provide insights to MCB. 
· PCG reviewed and identified programs which appear to maximize the resources of blindness or visual impairment support or advocacy organizations with employment opportunities for consumers in eCommerce platforms environments
· PCG reviewed a selection of eCommerce platforms – or identified third-party reviews of eCommerce platforms – to examine general accessibility standards. 



[bookmark: _Toc50552078]Terminology
For this study, PCG uses the following terminology to assist with classifying workers, online platforms, and various elements of the broader economic and workforce space eCommerce platforms occupy. 
Platform Economy – Labor economy which taps into the algorithmic matching platforms, turning worker skillsets and spare capacities into new kinds of income streams. [footnoteRef:7] [7:  Page 2 - https://www.iftf.org/fileadmin/user_upload/downloads/wfi/IFTF_WFI_Voices_of_Workable_Futures_2016.pdf] 

eCommerce – The sale of goods and services where the buyer places an order, or the price and terms of the sale are negotiated over an Internet, mobile device (M-commerce), extranet, Electronic Data Interchange (EDI) network, electronic mail, or other comparable online system. Payment may or may not be made online.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Page 2, Footnote 1: https://www2.census.gov/retail/releases/historical/ecomm/19q4.pdf ] 

eCommerce Platform – For this study, this refers to web-based software, such as a website or mobile application, which facilitates eCommerce activities as defined above. 
Entrepreneur – An individual who “maximizes platforms for small business.” This definition is being selected for this study as part of the broader framework of understanding the “platform economy.” [footnoteRef:9] [9:  Page 2 - https://www.iftf.org/fileadmin/user_upload/downloads/wfi/IFTF_WFI_Voices_of_Workable_Futures_2016.pdf] 

Gig Economy – Generally speaking, the Bureau of Labor Statistics and US Census Bureau do not define the “gig economy.”[footnoteRef:10] For purposes of this report, the “gig economy” refers to on-demand work and labor exchange conducted through digital platforms such as eCommerce. [10:  https://www.bls.gov/careeroutlook/2016/article/what-is-the-gig-economy.htm] 

Alternative Work Arrangements – For this report, Alternative Work Arrangements refers broadly to the Bureau of Labor Statistics definition of Contingent Workers, Alternative Employment Arrangements, and other non-traditional work where the worker is not in a traditional W-2 or comparable arrangement with an employer. 
	
[bookmark: _Toc50552079]Audit of Current Services
PCG worked with MCB to review MCB’s current offerings and knowledge base as it related to eCommerce and alternative work arrangements, as an employment opportunity for VR consumers and as a resource for businesses to procure goods or services. PCG sought to understand the services offered to businesses as a customer of MCB, and whether eCommerce and alternative work arrangements are part of the menu of career opportunities discussed between career counselors and consumers. The findings below reveal that, while MCB has a robust offering of services for both business customers and VR consumers, eCommerce and alternative work arrangements is not a major component to-date. Lack of knowledge and training about apprenticeship are at the core of this issue. The following subsections outline PCG’s findings.
[bookmark: _Toc8734913][bookmark: _Toc8919155][bookmark: _Toc46478476][bookmark: _Toc50552080]Business/Employer Services Components
MCB’s employer services team provides free, high touch, personalized ongoing support, consultation, and communication with both the individual and key business stakeholders throughout the pre and post-employment process of their consumers. MCB services for businesses are tailored to each individual and work environment and are provided in collaboration with organizational supervisors, IT departments, and other relevant key stakeholders. To date, MCB business services representatives do not provide information to employers on hiring individuals as contractors or purchasing goods or services through eCommerce enterprises established by MCB VR Consumers. The services provided to employers by MCB are outlined below, as documented in the MCB Employer Challenge campaign:
[bookmark: _Toc46478477][bookmark: _Toc50552081]Training and Education
· Consultation on questions and accommodations related to the employment of individuals with visual impairments 
· Training for hiring managers, HR staff, and other employees on best practices for hiring and working with people with visual impairments 
[bookmark: _Toc46478478][bookmark: _Toc50552082]Assistance with Recruiting and Screening 	
· Manage, prepare and refer a pipeline of qualified, vetted applicants to best meet job requirements
· Ongoing support, consultation, and communication with key business stakeholders throughout the recruitment process
· Informational interview coordination and support
· Workplace support services for applicants including O&M, RT and AT services listed below
· Information on tax credits for hiring MCB’s job seekers
[bookmark: _Toc46478479][bookmark: _Toc50552083]Internship Program	
· Manage, prepare and refer a pipeline of qualified, vetted applicants to best meet internship requirements
· Ongoing support, consultation, and communication with key business stakeholders throughout the internship process
· Workplace support services for interns including O&M, RT and AT services listed below
· $1,000 internship stipend 
[bookmark: _Toc46478480][bookmark: _Toc50552084]Workplace Orientation and Mobility (O&M) 	
- Travel training, Cane training, Guide Dog Orientation
· Employee onboarding support including to and from work and throughout critical areas such as emergency exits, supervisor’s office, break/dining areas, restrooms, etc.
[bookmark: _Toc46478481][bookmark: _Toc50552085]Workplace Rehabilitation Teaching (RT)	
· Physical assessment of and adjustments to the work environment to ensure accessibility
· Label appliances and other items in staff break and dining areas with tactile markings 
· Adapt and instruct how to complete work tasks and job requirements non-visually
· Adapt use of color contrast and lighting to maximize job performance
[bookmark: _Toc46478482][bookmark: _Toc50552086]Assistive Technology (AT)	
· Comprehensive workplace technology assessment to identify required consumer driven software and/or technology accommodations
· Required equipment provided and installed on work devices by MCB
· Screen reading software (audio feedback for totally blind), such as Job Access With Speech (JAWS) 
· Screen magnification software, such as ZoomText 
· Desktop video magnifier (closed-circuit television (CCTV))
· Note taking devices using a braille display or speech output
[bookmark: _Toc46478483][bookmark: _Toc50552087]Current Understanding of eCommerce & alternative Work Arrangements
PCG worked with MCB to draft and distribute a survey to business services and career counselor staff. The goal of the survey was to better understand the staff’s current self-assessed knowledge of eCommerce enterprises, alternative work arrangements, and the value they may add to their respective customer bases. 
The staff survey asked career counselor respondents: 
On a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being the least knowledgeable and 5 being the most knowledgeable, how would you rate your knowledge of alternative work arrangements such as eCommerce (selling on eBay or Amazon to earn income), gig economy (accepting one-time “tasks” or work, commonly through platforms), or independent contracting (performing work as a 1099 contractor in lieu of direct W-2 employment)?
The majority of respondents self-assessed their knowledge at a 3 or below resulting in an average response of 2.6 out of 5. 
Staff were also asked a series of Yes or No questions with the option to add open-ended comments. 
Staff were asked about the last time they had discussed these work arrangements with their supervisors or as a team. The majority of respondents reported they had either never discussed these work arrangements or had discussed them more than six months ago (4.4 out of 6). Similarly, when asked “Do you believe you have enough knowledge of alternative work arrangements to discuss or promote them as a viable earning options for VR participants?” 61% of career counselors responded “no” or cited preliminary knowledge and submitted a request for more training as part of their response. 
Based on the survey, MCB staff believe alternative work arrangements would benefits MCB VR consumers. When asked “Do you believe alternative work arrangements provide an opportunity for V participants to gain self-sufficiency and – ultimately – competitive wages?” 89% of respondents responded to the open-ended question with an explicit “Yes” or affirmation that they believe the opportunity would be valuable with appropriate training provided by MCB to its staff and VR consumers respectively. 
PCG also surveyed business services staff. The goal was to better understand if alternative work arrangements could foster additional value for MCB business customers by providing additional flexibility in employment options. We asked business services staff “When working with businesses on curating or publishing job listings for potential MCB participant applicants, do you review job listings for the potential to be delivered as a “contractor” rather than a direct employee? Why or why not?”
Responses were limited (2) and mixed. However, respondents cited “permanent payroll” and “permanent employment” as concerns. 



[bookmark: _Toc50552088]research
PCG conducted extensive research of existing literature on gig work, non-traditional work arrangements, and state policies impacting these practices. This section predominantly focuses on classifying and understanding the role of the non-traditional worker, how policy has shaped services (or the lack thereof) to individuals interested in non-traditional work, and how agencies can use policies such as the Workforce Innovation & Opportunity Act to successfully serve non-traditional workers. 
[bookmark: _Toc50552089]Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc50552090]Global Perspective: eCommerce Platforms & the Role Non-Traditional Workers
Before the impact of COVID-19, the world’s largest eCommerce platform, Amazon, reported record growth in its 2019 SMB (Small & Medium Business) Impact Report. The report recaps the performance of third-party sellers, the individuals or businesses which use Amazon to sell goods and services. Released in May 2019, the report states that Amazon facilitated the creation of “an estimated 1.6 million jobs worldwide” through its SMB stores. Those SMB stores make up 58% of Amazon’s total online sales, a 30% increase in SMB participation from ten years ago. Of those SMB’s, 200,000 SMB stores reported more than $100,000 in annual sales in 2018. These stores, according to the report, account for more than half of the items sold by Amazon worldwide.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  https://d39w7f4ix9f5s9.cloudfront.net/61/3b/1f0c2cd24f37bd0e3794c284cd2f/2019-amazon-smb-impact-report.pdf] 

Meanwhile, online retailer eBay reported in its 2020 first quarterly results that its, “Marketplace platforms have also experienced improved acquisition of small business sellers. This strength has continued into April.” eBay Marketplace platforms delivered $2.1B in revenue to the organization’s total $2.4B in quarterly revenue.  While previously strong, it appears COVID-19 has strengthened eBay Marketplace growth.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  https://ebay.q4cdn.com/610426115/files/doc_financials/2020/q1/Exhibit-99.1-ER-eBay-Q1-2020_FINAL.pdf] 

Put simply, Amazon and eBay are seeing more and more individuals turn to eCommerce for selling. 
This trend is matched in an analysis of workforce data as the workforce broadly embraces non-traditional work. Non-traditional employment – comprised of individuals who opt for opportunities such as self-employment, gig work, zero-hour contract-based work, or who generate earnings through the sale of goods and services on eCommerce platforms in lieu of traditional employer-employee relationships – is a fast growing segment of the workforce.  
According to a 2017 Aspen Institute study, “From 2002 to 2014, while total employment increased 7.5 percent, gig economy workers increased by between 9.4 percent and 15.0 percent” (depending on the definition of gig worker). Using the narrowest definition of gig worker, “gig work workers accounted for 29.2 percent of all jobs added” between 2010 and 2014.  
A 2016 Pew Research Center poll showed that “some 24% of American adults have earned money in the ‘platform economy’ over the last year.”[footnoteRef:13] The survey illustrated a wide variety of experiences by online platform users. Some people use them casually for extra income in their spare time while others are dedicated users who rely on the digital platforms for their primary source of income. Survey results showed that a majority of Americans feel gig work is a good option for people who want a flexible work schedule (68%), while one in five feel these jobs place too much financial burden on workers, given the lack of stability and benefits. Only 16% feel that this type of work offers jobs that people can build careers out of. Despite these shortcomings in the lack of income stability, job structure, benefits, and long-term career ladders, there is no doubt that the gig economy is booming, and more Americans are using digital platforms to sell their goods and services for income. [13:  https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2016/11/17/gig-work-online-selling-and-home-sharing/] 

[bookmark: _Toc50552091]Establishing a Framework for Non-Traditional Workers
The Institute for the Future provided a global framework for non-traditional workers in its 2016 Report Voice of Workable Futures.[footnoteRef:14] The report identifies and establishes a taxonomy of non-traditional work arrangements. Seven archetypes are described in the report, including full-time gig workers who are earning a livelihood in an on-demand world, and entrepreneurs who are maximizing platforms for small business. The report provides a roadmap for state leaders interested in establishing a framework to support alternative work arrangements.  [14:  https://www.iftf.org/fileadmin/user_upload/downloads/wfi/IFTF_WFI_Voices_of_Workable_Futures_2016.pdf] 

State policy leaders – as the experts on their constituents and state economies – are positioned to most effectively identify, refine, and establish a similar taxonomy for their state based on participation in the gig economy. By understanding how constituents are accessing and earning income in the gig economy, policy leaders can review these workers contributions to the economy and identify policy gaps in this newer world of work. This process should adhere to universal accessibility principals to ensure that MCB’s constituency is represented and not left behind in the policy-making process. By establishing a common framework around non-traditional work, agencies like MCB can more effectively work with its stakeholders to update its service delivery framework.  
WIOA-funded State policy boards, such as CareerSource Florida, are publishing their first framework studies as recently as December 2019.[footnoteRef:15] These studies provide a framework to replicate, particularly with the report’s acknowledgement that there are opportunities to enhance quality of life and work for VR services consumers. MassHire and MCB may be able to partner to conduct a similar process. [15:  https://careersourceflorida.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Gig-Economy-Report.pdf -  page 38] 

[bookmark: _Toc50552092]Positive Outcomes for MCB Under WIOA
Expanding access to eCommerce platforms can likely be reported as positive workforce activity outcomes. The Workforce Innovation & Opportunity Act (WIOA) amended legislation – including The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 under Title IV of WIOA – to prioritize integrated, competitive employment as a priority outcome for job placement programs such as Vocational Rehabilitation services. The intent of the policy is based on the premise that, “all citizens, including individuals with significant disabilities, are capable of full participation in integrated employment and community life.”[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  https://www.dol.gov/odep/topics/employmentfirst.htm] 

To measure success, WIOA establishes six primary performance indicators. [footnoteRef:17] [17:  https://www.dol.gov/agencies/eta/performance/performance-indicators#WIOA%20PIP] 

1. Employment Rate After Exit
2. Employment Rate 4th Quarter After Exit
3. Median Earnings After Exit
4. Credential Attainment
5. Measurable Skill Gains
6. Effectiveness in Serving Employers
[bookmark: _Hlk48132670]However, these measures are based on a limiting model of “traditional” employment, and as such, fail to account for earnings generated through self-employment, eCommerce earnings, and other non-traditional (e.g. 1099 contractor) arrangements. The downstream effect is two-fold. 
Median Earnings After Exit Indicator
First, many agencies providing federally-funded job-matching or training services are unable to account for earnings, because individuals who file taxes as 1099 contractors (i.e. MISC income) or who choose to incorporate and reinvest earnings into the entity, will not be able to be reconciled. In other words, they may show low or no income on their personal tax filings. 	 

Similarly, many state agencies do not have the infrastructure in place to track these activities as positive outcomes in a unified methodology, such as a service code in a state case management system. Subsequently, the agency may not receive credit for indicator 3 by aiding a “successful” consumer who achieves earnings through non-traditional methods. Potential solutions to rectify this may exist, and these are addressed in the Recommendations section of this report. 
Employment Rate After Exit and Fourth Quarter After Exit
Additionally, many states and local agencies erroneously believe that non-traditional employment outcomes do not count towards these performance indicators. Like earnings, state structures and systems appear to be ill-adapted to track self-employment (or, at a minimum, self-sufficiency) as a positive outcome. 
Measurable Skill Gain & Credential Attainment
Despite these contradictions, WIOA does allow entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial skills training – particularly for youth – as a positive outcome, thus implying that agencies such as MCB could and should actively support non-traditional employment arrangements. WIOA Training & Employment Letter 19-16 Section 7(g) specifically note “entrepreneurial training” as an allowable training activity. [footnoteRef:18] [18:  https://wdr.doleta.gov/directives/attach/TEGL/TEGL_19-16.pdf] 

For example, the State of New Jersey Department of Labor & Workforce Development has published its implementation of entrepreneurial skills training on its website.[footnoteRef:19]  In fact, many states have integrated self-employment and entrepreneurial training activities as part of their state’s Employment First strategy. The Work Matters Report, published by the Council of State Governments (CSG) and the National Council of State Legislators (NCSL), notes that, “States are encouraged to ensure that state workforce development systems support entrepreneurship and self-employment as viable employment options for people with disabilities.” The report also notes that, “California, Maine, Oklahoma, Rhode Island and Utah have established entrepreneurship and/or self-employment as competitive employment placements in statute or regulatory language.”[footnoteRef:20] [19:  https://www.nj.gov/labor/wioa/youth/entrepreneurial_skills_training.html]  [20:  https://www.ncsl.org/Portals/1/Documents/employ/Work_Matters_Report.pdf] 

By addressing self-employment and entrepreneurship in statute, states can unlock a number of practices and resources which would support consumers interested in pursuing an enterprise on an eCommerce platform. 
[bookmark: _Toc50552093]Providing eCommerce Support as a Program Objective
According to the Work Matters Report, a number of states have begun implementing entrepreneurship and self-employment strategies that align with MCB’s interest in assisting VR consumers with establishing business enterprises on eCommerce platforms. 
If supported by statute, literature shows that various states have identified ways to compliantly and effectively train consumers in ways that would meet program objectives and MCB’s strategic goal. 
Of note, current data appears to show that self-employed consumers may earn higher wages and may experience higher job satisfaction. The report states: 
Current data from the federal Bureau of Labor Statistics indicates 10 percent of individuals with disabilities in the labor force are engaged in self-employment efforts, a rate substantially higher than the 6.3 percent of individuals without disabilities who are self-employed. Research suggests there are numerous benefits of self-employment for vocational rehabilitation clients, including greater customization of the job and higher wages. For others, self-employment may offer more autonomy, a stronger sense of dignity or a greater opportunity to follow career aspirations.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Page 80 - https://www.ncsl.org/Portals/1/Documents/employ/Work_Matters_Report.pdf] 

However, self-employment outcomes tend to be slightly more expensive per consumer and slightly longer with agencies spending about $7,910 per consumer on self-employed consumers compared to $5,436 on other consumers. Similarly, self-employed consumers take about 33 days longer (663 days) to close than traditional consumers (640 days).[footnoteRef:22] [22: Page 80 - https://www.ncsl.org/Portals/1/Documents/employ/Work_Matters_Report.pdf] 

That said, Massachusetts Rehabilitation Commission consumers appear to communicate a strong interest in self-employment career pathways. According to the Commonwealth’s April 2016 WIOA Combined State Plan, there is “high interest amongst consumers in Self-Employment” though, as the report notes, this “may [have been] a function of the economy driving more people to go into self-employment.”[footnoteRef:23] According to report “a number of consumers desired additional information on self-employment.” This combination of demand and access positions Massachusetts well to be on the leading edge of this trend, as the Work Matters report also notes that self-employment training is not a current component of most workforce or VR agencies.  [23:  Page 218 - https://www.mass.gov/files/documents/2018/02/09/ma-wioa-state-plan-final-4-7-16.pdf] 

[bookmark: _Toc50552094]Randolph Sheppard Act – A Foundation for Success
As MCB considers the feasibility of supporting consumers who wish to establish business enterprises on eCommerce platforms, the Randolph Sheppard Act may provide a framework for programmatic support. The program, according the U.S. Department of Education’s website, allows “state licensing agencies [to] recruit, train, license, and place individuals who are blind as operators of vending facilities located on federal and other properties.”[footnoteRef:24] This brick-and-mortar retail model is engrained into the Vocational Rehabilitation system from federal policy down through case management and consumer support.  [24:  https://www2.ed.gov/programs/rsarsp/index.html] 

As MCB considers supporting consumers through eCommerce opportunities, the skills necessary to operate a brick-and-mortar retail establishment would likely provide a strong foundation for the skills to operate an eCommerce retail platform. As James Gashel from the National Federation of the Blind stated in his testimony to the United States Health, Education, Labor & Pensions (HELP) Committee in 2005, blind consumers, “Receive all of the proceeds, pay all of the bills, and retain all of the profits resulting from businesses created through the Randolph-Sheppard program.”[footnoteRef:25] These skills would be transferrable to VR consumers interested in establishing and operating a business enterprise if combined with the appropriate technology support and understanding of how “ business” works on the platforms for VR consumer sellers. Consumers could also formalize their skills through a WIOA-compliant entrepreneurial training program.   [25:  https://www.help.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/gashel.pdf] 

[bookmark: _Toc50552095]Understanding Accessibility & Inequity in Online Platforms
ECommerce and digital platforms growth are built on a series of assumptions that may be disadvantageous for an MCB consumer. 
First, eCommerce platforms are built on technology-based platforms which, as currently deployed, have inherent inequities for the visually impaired. According to a 2020 SourceAmerica report that brought together advocacy, policy, education, employment, and research and development experts, technology accessibility was a primary inhibitor to accessing work. Simply put, the stakeholders identified that the lack of universal design principals in technology assets created an inherit inequity for those seeking to engage in the workforce.[footnoteRef:26]  [26:  Page 32 – An Inclusive Future of Work – SourceAmerica] 

Second, consumers may find it difficult to advocate for their needs. According to the SourceAmerica report, “inclusive employment resulted in the use of a shifting the burden archetype.” These same principles can be applied to eCommerce platforms. The onus of accessibility is placed on the consumer as the seller to identify and advocate for their needs. For traditional employment, this results in a “closed-loop cycle.” As the report notes:
Their capacity to [advocate for their rights], especially without universal acceptance and support from employers, is limited by a fear of losing current or potential career opportunities and being required to personally bear the financial burden of accommodations if they are not deemed reasonable when requested. [footnoteRef:27] [27:  Page 32 – An Inclusive Future of Work – SourceAmerica] 

The latter may inhibit consumers from embracing the opportunity to pursue eCommerce opportunities. They may be unaware of their legal rights or hold a perception that the perceived financial burden of participation in the platform, such as purchasing assistive technology, would not be worth the opportunity of selling on these platforms. Paradoxically, self-advocacy may prove difficult or impossible on a platform with accessibility issues. As these platforms are predominantly technology based, those with visual impairments or disabilities may be unable to identify and contact a representative from the platform who can assist with resolving barriers. 
Third, eCommerce platforms are built on the premise that consumers (“sellers”) are not employees of the platform. This can create challenges in self-advocacy for accessibility. While the platform still holds an obligation to provide accessible functions, the “seller” may find it difficult to navigate the waters and understand what it can reasonably expect from a platform. 
Bobby Silverstein, a principal in the law firm of Powers, Pyles, Sutter, and Verville, PC, and a former staff director and chief counsel of the U.S. Senate Subcommittee on Disability Policy, discussed these issues with the Partnership on Employment & Accessible Technology (PEAT), a U.S. Department of Labor-funded initiative. Many individuals who are “sellers” mistakenly believe they are employees of the platform and entitled to worker rights under the Americans with Disabilities Act. However, as he noted using Uber as an example, “sellers” on platforms may be more akin to customers legally than employees and would therefore need to advocate for their rights under a different section of the Americans with Disabilities Act. As he states:
“If Uber convinces courts that it isn’t in the ‘driving’ business at all but instead is merely creating an online marketplace through its web-based platform, then the result should be that drivers may state their claims as customers seeking fair access to the marketplace offered on the web-based platform rather than as employees seeking fair employment opportunities.”
This would mean consumers seeking to understand their rights under ADA would need to understand they must seek redress to their grievances under Title III of the ADA since the platform is providing a public accommodation. As Silverstein states:
Entities establishing the marketplaces via web-based platforms may also be considered public accommodations under Title III of the ADA and required to make their websites accessible to and usable by people with disabilities and design platforms that include questions and answers that are neutral and nondiscriminatory… The discrimination is the entering into contracts or other arrangements with entities that fail to design and implement a nondiscriminatory marketplace (web-based platform) and which have the effect of denying vendors equal opportunity to be selected during the procurement process.
[bookmark: _Hlk44244391]While technology is currently a barrier, a clear understanding by consumers seeking to become “sellers” on eCommerce platforms, as well as advocacy entities, can assist in ensuring consumers gain equitable access to eCommerce platforms to sell.
[bookmark: _Toc50552096]The Benefits Cliff
Unlike other populations, increased earnings through eCommerce and non-traditional income may be disincentive for consumers who may lose SSI or healthcare eligibility without a backstop. As noted previously regarding the employment arrangement (or lack thereof) of online platforms, MCB consumers would likely be disproportionately impacted by the potential loss of eligibility for these programs. MCB consumers must be prepared for how to account for these benefits as their self-employment would require them to provide their own healthcare and similar benefits. 
[bookmark: _Toc50552097] National Scan of Best Practices
PCG conducted a literature review of states with best practices. States were selected based on known policy changes, amendments to statute, or programmatic practice that support entrepreneurial and self-employment activities.  
[bookmark: _Toc50552098]State Scan
PCG conducted a scan of best practices across states. The examples below, excluding Florida, are sources from the National Council of State Legislatures & Council of State Governments Work Matters report: [footnoteRef:28] [28:  Work Matters Report (pg. 80)] 

· California, Maine, Oklahoma, Rhode Island and Utah have established entrepreneurship and/or self-employment as competitive employment placements in statute or regulatory language. 
· Alaska, Florida and New York participated in DOL/ ODEP’s START-UP demonstration project, which explored opportunities to coordinate state workforce agencies and community organizations in delivering customized employment discovery strategies targeting self-employment for people with disabilities.
· Maryland: In Maryland, the Department of Education’s Division of Rehabilitation Services, or DORS, administers the Reach Independence Through Self-Employment, or RISE, program. Started in 1997, the RISE program’s mission is “to present self-employment as a realistic and viable vocational option to individuals with significant disabilities who are eligible to receive DORS services. 
· Washington: The Division of Vocational Rehabilitation (DVR) has implemented a comprehensive assessment process through which individuals interested in self-employment DVR services must undergo a feasibility study and submit a detailed business plan for evaluation and acceptance before being provided with self-employment services. DVR contracts with business development professionals to support various elements of the DVR client’s self-employment training process. 
· Florida initiated the process of mapping and defining the framework for the gig economy in December 2019 through CareerSource Florida, the State Workforce Board (SWD). During the process, the SWD found that “independently directed, online, or at-home work in gig jobs may be ideal for workers with disabilities and/or health issues seeking supplemental income and the flexibility to care for their own needs. Workforce services, such as vocational rehabilitation, might be organized to encourage independent work opportunities by recognizing gig work as a job outcome and providing support, training, skills upgrades and marketing assistance for workers facing barriers to traditional employment.”[footnoteRef:29] [29:  https://careersourceflorida.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Gig-Economy-Report.pdf] 

[bookmark: _Toc50552099]Existing eCommerce Enterprises & Blindness
The Blind Center of Nevada: The Blind Center of Nevada is a non-profit founded in 1965 which assists those with blindness and visual impairments. The organization operates an eBay store selling refurbished electronics. The electronics are refurbished by predominantly blind and visually-impaired workers.[footnoteRef:30]  [30:  https://www.ebayinc.com/stories/news/ebay-store-provides-independence-for-the-blind-and-visually-impaired/] 


[bookmark: _Toc50552100]Summary of findings
PCG conducted an extensive review of existing literature, held key informant interviews with businesses, and distributed surveys to businesses and staff. PCG has analyzed the results of these resources and has identified themes, opportunities, and barriers to the feasibility of promoting VR consumers establishing business enterprises on eCommerce platforms.  
[bookmark: _Toc50552101]Themes
The following themes emerged from key stakeholder interviews and the literature review. 
Consumers Establishing Business Enterprises on eCommerce is:
1. Overall, a compliant and possible solution for supporting VR consumer job opportunities 
2. A new concept which will require updates to the state’s policies and procedures regarding how it tracks and serves the non-traditional workforce
3. Going to be impacted by long-standing challenges around technology and accessibility 
4. Going to require MCB and its partners identify, analyze and mitigate the customer journey for inadvertent consumer risks such as triggering the “benefits cliff”
[bookmark: _Toc50552102]Opportunities
Based on PCG’s literature review, scan of national best practices, and its understanding of MCB’s current strategic focus, the following opportunities emerged:
1. Lead the Conversation Around Non-Traditional Work: MCB can serve as a leading voice in enhancing the state’s ability to serve all non-traditional workers.
2. Expand MCB Consumer Income Options & Work Satisfaction: MCB consumers can gain additional income, or even establish a viable entrepreneurial career pathway, through eCommerce platforms.
3. Empower Business and Partners as Advocates: MCB and its partners can assist with empowering businesses and advocacy organizations on how to establish universal design principals to support eCommerce platforms, adding more sellers from the VR community
4. Empower Consumers as Advocates: MCB can empower its consumers to communicate and market their value through eCommerce platforms through various tools, tax credits, and creative programs. 
5. Establish Innovative Pilot Programs for Non-Traditional Career Pathways: MCB may be able to pioneer unique programs, such as pairing the Randolph Sheppard program, Registered Apprenticeships, eCommerce platforms, and entrepreneurial training to establish an “Entrepreneurship Registered Apprenticeship”.
[bookmark: _Toc50552103]Prospective Barriers to Success
As the literature review notes, non-traditional workers have been difficult to classify, and policy constructs may be inconsistent or difficult to understand in the context of state agencies’ day-to-day operations. Additionally, the technology needs for eCommerce activities present unique challenges. Some of these barriers specifically include:
1. Lack of Framework for Non-Traditional Workers: If WIOA partners cannot come to consensus on how to identify and serve non-traditional consumers, VR consumers will not be able to maximize existing resources to consumer in the eCommerce platform economy. 
2. Staff & Partner Capacity: Staff and contracted partners need to understand the basics of the non-traditional workforce and how it benefits VR consumers served by MCB. They must be educated on proper policies, procedures, and processes to assist consumers. 
3. Lack of Universal Design for eCommerce Platforms: While this report does not assess the specific accessibility components of eBay or Amazon, broadly speaking, eCommerce platforms are effectively public accommodations. However, MCB cannot directly ensure that these platforms remain accessible at all steps of the process. MCB must work with partners to better understand how to monitor this issue to avoid referring consumers to platforms they cannot use or – through platform updates – suddenly may be unable to use. 
4. Data Tracking: Currently, MCB does not appear to have data tracking processes, procedures, or tools to track these services, if provided. 

[bookmark: _Toc50552104]Recommendations
Based on the literature review, key informant interviews, and a scan of national best practices, PCG has compiled the following policy, practice and partnership recommendations. 
First, the policy recommendations address how to establish an initial policy framework that will create institutional support through a common understanding and classification of non-traditional workers, such as those interested in working with MCB to establish business enterprises on eCommerce platforms. 
Second, the practice recommendations address practices that would begin to establish a pipeline of consumers and provide relevant support for consumers interested in establishing business enterprises on eCommerce platforms. 
Lastly, the partnership recommendations identify and address partnerships that can be maximized to create long-term sustainability of these recommendations. 
[bookmark: _Toc50552105]Policy
The following recommendations are provided to guide legislative, regulatory, or policy-driven actions that would support deployment of the services studied in this report. 
[bookmark: _Toc50552106]Establish a Statewide Framework for Supporting Non-Traditional Workers
As the research in this report shows, a large segment of the workforce is engaging in non-traditional work arrangements and states have not caught up on how to establish a framework which defines gig work and aligns legislation, policy, and partnerships to serve this population. 
MCB should convene state workforce stakeholders, specifically MassHire as the WIOA-authorized state workforce policy board, to identify, understand, and map integrated service delivery options for non-traditional workers through a similar assessment process as CareerSource Florida. 
As noted in Section 4.2.1. State Scan, CareerSource Florida, the State Workforce Board (SWD), conducted a policy evaluation to assess and establish an integrated framework – including Vocational Rehabilitation consumers – for serving non-traditional workers and gig economy platforms. PCG would recommend following a similar format and process to Florida’s. Florida’s process included:
1. Procuring professional independent researchers to conduct national-level and Florida-specific labor market research,
2. Convening stakeholders from across state agencies and the business sector, 
3. Conducted town halls and workshops to discuss and promote findings from the report, and
4. Published a final report and policy framework. 
Additionally, as referenced in this report’s literature review, organizations such as the Institute for the Future have conducted extensive research to establish policy frameworks, taxonomy, and best practices in identifying, classifying, and supporting individuals in gig work and non-traditional work arrangements. PCG recommends MCB review this and address what kinds of alternative work arrangement career options (full time, part-time, supplemental) would make the most sense for its VR consumers. The Institute for the Future provides a construct on Page 4 of its Voices of Workable Futures Report. 
Additionally, PCG recommends this process take recommendations 6.1.2 and 6.1.3 into account to ensure the Commonwealth’s Employment-First Policy and the Benefits Cliff are addressed. PCG recommends that MCB contact their peers in Florida and contact the Institute for the Future of Work to gain additional best practices and information tailored to MCB’s needs. 
[bookmark: _Toc50552107]Integrate Self-Employment and Entrepreneurship into Massachusetts’ Employment-First Policy
As noted in the research, many states have integrated self-employment and entrepreneurial training activities as part of their state’s Employment First strategy. By addressing self-employment and entrepreneurship in statute, states can unlock a number of practices and resources that would support consumers interested in pursuing an enterprise on an eCommerce platform.
MCB should coordinate with its Employment First Task Force to add entrepreneurial training and relevant digital skills training to ensure consumers have access to the full suite of resources. 
MCB should convene stakeholders, such as MassHire as the WIOA-authorized State Workforce Board (SWB) and training providers, to establish WIOA-compliant training, recruit training providers, refer consumers to relevant training, and braid funding to support consumer success. 
[bookmark: _Toc50552108]Identify Supports which will Lessen or Eliminate the Impact of the Benefits Cliff
Unlike other populations, increased earnings through eCommerce and non-traditional income may be a disincentive for consumers who may lose SSI or healthcare eligibility without a backstop. 

As part of its effort to understand the non-traditional worker, MCB and its partners should evaluate the impact that earnings from non-traditional income sources will have on its VR consumers. 
MCB should review the Commonwealth of Massachusetts existing resources, such as the Learn to Earn initiative, on benefits cliff and provide tools to help consumers and career counselors understand the impact income from non-traditional work can have on their eligibility for benefits.[footnoteRef:31]  [31:  https://www.ncsl.org/research/human-services/addressing-benefits-cliffs.aspx] 

MCB should develop tools, such as an online calculator, and provide guides and trainings on understanding how income from non-traditional work can impact benefits and public support eligibility. 
Furthermore, PCG recommends MCB identify a resource, such as the UMass Center for Social Policy, to better understand the specific impacts alternative work arrangements may have on its VR consumers and the Benefits Cliff. The Benefits Cliff should be addressed as part of MCB convening state workforce stakeholders to establish a statewide framework for supporting non-traditional workers (Recommendation 6.1.1). 
[bookmark: _Toc50552109]Practice
[bookmark: _Toc50552110]Establish a Pipeline of eCommerce Consumers through IEP and ILP
If MCB would like to see more VR consumers entering eCommerce and self-employment opportunities, MCB should review its Individual Education Plans (IEP) and Individual Learning Plans (ILP) and add eCommerce, gig economy, and self-employment as potential career pathways. By integrating entrepreneurial training into IEPs and ILPs, individuals with disabilities will be exposed early to the principles of entrepreneurship and may be more willing to explore establishing a business enterprise on eBay, Amazon, or other eCommerce platform.
Integrating these options, using case studies such as the Nevada Blindness Center eBay store, will likely create an opportunity for career seeking consumers to envision themselves in these non-traditional work arrangements.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Page 41 – SourceAmerica Report] 

The Small Business Administration provides an Entrepreneurial Readiness Assessment. This assessment provides a sample framework which could be customized to identify individuals who may be ready. 
Other entrepreneurship organizations may be able to provide assistance with integrating entrepreneurial indicators into existing MCB assessment processes. 
[bookmark: _Toc50552111]Develop & Deliver Entrepreneurial Training for VR Consumers
The Massachusetts Combined WIOA State Plan includes contributions from the Massachusetts Rehabilitation Commission stating its intention to provide entrepreneurial training. 
Due to the customized needs of individuals with blindness and visual impairments, MCB should recruit or procure entrepreneurial training based on universal design principals or with accessibility principals. 
MCB may want to consider partnering with an organization such as the Kauffman Foundation or Massachusetts-based EforAll (“Entrepreneurship for All”) to develop and deploy a customized curriculum for MCB VR consumers tailored both to the accessibility needs of its consumers and to the specific desire to focus on eCommerce and online retail.     
[bookmark: _Toc50552112]Educate Consumers on eCommerce as a Viable Employment Option
Building on the recommendations above, MCB should consider actively promoting eCommerce opportunities as a viable career path to consumers. Consumers can be educated in a variety of ways through MCB’s referral sources and – as noted above – can begin by including foundational information for consumers as part of the IEP or ILP process. 

MCB should explore and deploy a number of different options including:
1. Develop and provide promotional materials on the benefits of self-employment through eCommerce platforms.
2. Provide directly – or through existing partnerships such as the Carroll Center, Perkins Center, or MassHire – workshops to educate MCB VR consumers on alternative work arrangements and how they may benefit, for example, business enterprises on eCommerce platforms.
3. Train career counselors to identify key characteristics of a potential entrepreneur and subsequently discuss eCommerce opportunities as a viable career option.
4. Training career counselors on when to refer consumers to entrepreneurial training.
5. Educate MCB VR consumers on the tax benefits and incentives businesses may have to purchase through an eCommerce platform operated by a legally-blind or visually-impaired individual.
6. Coordinate with partners to establish inclusive and integrated peer networks of existing eCommerce platform business operators who may meet weekly or monthly, such as or similar to BNI or Toastmasters International.[footnoteRef:33] [footnoteRef:34] [33:  https://www.bni.com/]  [34:  https://www.toastmasters.org/] 

By implementing these options, MCB can expand the pool of potential MCB VR consumers interested in entering alternative work arrangements and align resources to support MCB VR consumer success. 
[bookmark: _Toc50552113]Establish Internal Staff Education Standards
In order to effectively promote eCommerce as a viable career option and provide necessary support to consumers interested in establishing enterprises on eCommerce platforms, MCB staff must understand the basics of these work arrangements. They must also understand how to communicate the benefits and risks of these work arrangements, and how existing MCB resources or partnerships can be used to support the consumer. Lastly, they must understand how to accurately document services provided to ensure MCB can use this data for successful policymaking. 
MCB should procure training for staff and – working with the training provider – establish internal competency standards. This will ensure VR career counselors are adequately prepared to promote and support consumers interested in pursuing alternative work arrangements and establishing eCommerce enterprises. MCB can procure a training service from higher education institutions, local and national consulting firms, and various local or national non-profits which specialize in expanding access to entrepreneurship and eCommerce activities. 
[bookmark: _Toc50552114]Establish Preliminary Data Tracking for Consumer Interest
In order to support policies, programs, and their effectiveness, MCB should work with staff and technology providers to update data systems with fields for tracking various self-employment activities. Where fields cannot be standardized, MCB should develop and provide staff standardized processes and procedures for logging custom case notes and appropriate use of service codes to ensure data is tracked accurately. 
Interest in eCommerce activities can be tracked at initial intake using areas such as career assessments. Career Counselors should be provided standardized codes to track self-employment outcomes for MCB VR consumers. Consider Innovative Solutions to Standardize Career Pathways
MCB is in the process of exploring a variety of innovative roles and programs. These new offerings should be considered in areas as overlap. Examples include:
1. Consider Leading the Establishment of an “Entrepreneurship” Apprenticeship: As MCB explores the roles Registered Apprenticeships may play in adding viable career options and supports, the agency could consider additional options such as an “entrepreneurship apprenticeship”. This would require extensive work to ensure standards are aligned and compliant in order to become registered with federal Registered Apprenticeship Program guidelines. However, if successful, this would create a unique and innovative framework for creating a “pipeline” of eCommerce consumers. Business accelerator organizations such as EforAll (referenced in Recommendation 6.2.2.) are well-positioned to establish these standards and coordinate the appropriate partnerships. 
2. Consider Assisting Consumers with Promoting Tax Benefits: MCB consumers who pursue eCommerce platform activities could be provided with guides informing them of the tax credits or incentives available to businesses or individuals for purchasing goods and services from enterprises owned or operated by the legally blind. MCB VR consumers could gain or increase income by using these guides to better market their business and establish a competitive market position to grow their enterprise. 
3. Consider Facilitating the Formation of a Co-op for Benefits & Self-Employment Support: Through its community relationships, MCB may be able to facilitate the creation or establishment of a cooperative entity to provide cost-competitive benefits for entrepreneurs. Organizations such as the Freelancers Union in San Francisco are able to leverage their collective scale to secure healthcare plans and similar benefits at rates that are more affordable than traditional self-employment plans  or business enterprise plans. Additionally, with the impact of COVID-19, these organizations often help by establishing relief funds to consolidate resources and mitigate the impact of unforeseen disasters on entrepreneurs. These co-ops can assist in addressing the benefits cliff described in Recommendation 6.1.3. by helping consumers gradually roll off of public assistance and onto viable private sector resources.  
[bookmark: _Toc50552115]Partnerships
[bookmark: _Toc50552116]Convene State WIOA Partners to Advance These Recommendations
As noted above, MCB has extensive existing partnerships as a WIOA partner in the State system and excellent relationships nationally. It has strong local participation in Massachusetts amongst its stakeholder groups. 
MCB should convene its partners and stakeholders in a roundtable format to:
1. Share its interest in assisting MCB VR consumers with establishing business enterprises on eCommerce platform  
2. Share research, including barriers and opportunities, on how it believes it can deploy these strategies, and
3. Identify existing partners or new partners who are willing to assist in removing the aforementioned barriers and capitalizing on the opportunities presented here.  
[bookmark: _Toc50552117]Leverage Existing Program Partnerships
MCB has excellent partnerships with organizations such as the Perkins Center for the Blind and the Carroll Center. These organizations already provide services to help VR consumers gain access to the job market, such as referring consumers to internships and paid work experience. In lieu of or in addition to MCB directly enhancing capacity internally, MCB may be able to  leverage the agility and expertise of these non-governmental organization partners to provide workshops, trainings, consumer recruitment, or other similar services to advance and expand MCB’s ability to engage consumers in eCommerce activities. 
MCB should modify or expand its contracts with existing partners (with appropriate capability) to include services or deliverables tied to promoting eCommerce opportunities (6.2.3.), training consumers for success in eCommerce opportunities (6.2.2.), or establishing and supporting peer communities of eCommerce entrepreneurship (6.2.6.).
[bookmark: _Toc50552118]Empower Business & Advocacy Partners to Advocate for Solutions
As noted in the literature review, individuals with disabilities often bear the onus of advocating for their needs. Agencies like MCB are well-positioned to reframe these conversations by educating key stakeholders. By informing stakeholders of MCB’s desire to expand use of eCommerce platforms as an employment opportunity for its consumers, MCB and its partners can more effectively communicate the value of this initiative to enhancing the state’s economy, growing job opportunities, and empowering a community eager to work. 
Most importantly, MCB can work with businesses and advocacy organizations to establish real-world examples of why universal design principals for eCommerce platforms are critical. When deployed correctly, eCommerce platforms can recruit a broader base of sellers and benefit buyers who are blind and visually impaired. More sellers will increase competition for goods and services for businesses and consumers. As competition increases, choice increases for businesses, allowing them to choose options which may be a better fit for their needs. Successful eCommerce VR consumers who establish eCommerce enterprise themselves will earn more income and reduce their draw on government programs to support their needs. The success of this initiative can support the economic empowerment of MCB consumers, Massachusetts businesses, and the state as a whole. 
MCB should develop and implement a stakeholder engagement plan that includes: 
1. Stakeholder briefings to businesses on MCB’s desire to support VR consumers establishing business enterprises on eCommerce platforms.
2. Research and discussion around the benefits businesses may receive by transacting with business enterprises on eCommerce platforms operated by Massachusetts-based legally blind individuals.
3. Discussion around policy, legislative, or regulatory barriers that inhibit the growth and proposed solutions that may address the barriers.
4. Development and deployment of outreach materials and strategies, such as summary reports, town hall presentations, or online websites that document and educate stakeholders on MCB’s goals and the necessary policy or regulatory changes to implement these goals.

[bookmark: _Toc45020728][bookmark: _Toc50552119]Conclusion
The recommendations put forth by PCG are summarized below. PCG recommends that MCB consider all of the recommendations, make decisions about which ones to implement, and develop an implementation plan to put the recommendations into action. 
1. Establish Foundational Policy:
a. Establish a statewide framework for supporting non-traditional workers.
b. Integrate self-employment & entrepreneurship into Massachusetts’ employment-first policy.
c. Identify supports which lessen or eliminate the impact of the benefits cliff.
2. Integrate into Practice
a. Establish a pipeline of e-commerce consumers through IEP and ILP.
b. Develop & deliver entrepreneurial training.
c. Educate consumers on e-commerce as a viable employment option.
d. Establish internal staff education standards.
e. Establish preliminary data tracking for consumer interest.
f. Consider innovative solutions to standardize career pathways.


3. Sustain through Partnership
a. Convene state WIOA partners to advance these recommendations.
b. Leverage existing program partnerships.
c. Empower business & advocacy partners to advocate for solutions.
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Sustain through Partnerships


Convene State WIOA Partners to Advance Thes Recommendations


Leverage Existing Program Partnerships


Empower Business & Advocacy Partners to Advocate for Solutions


Integrate Into Practice


Establish a Pipeline of eCommerce Consumers through IEP and ILP


Develop & Deliver Entrepreneurial Training


Educate Consumers on eCommerce as a Viable Employment Option


Establish Internal Staff Education Standards


Establish Preliminary Data Tracking for Consumer Interest


Consider Innovative Solutions to Standardize Career Pathways


Establish Foundational Policy


Establish a Statewide Framework for Supporting Non-Traditional Workers


Integrate Self-Employment & Entrepeneurship into Massachusetts' Employment-First Policy


Identify Supports which Lessen or Eliminate the Impact of the Benefits Clif
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