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comprehensive IT system that supports a full service process from end-to-end—
from initial claim through appeals to final decision and on into post entitlement
actions for beneficiaries.

¢ To address inconsistency and improve documentation of the initial claim
determination, a software program, Electronic Case Analysis Tool (¢CAT) is
under development for the DDSs. At nearly the same time a similar program, the
Findings Integrated Template (FIT) was developed with the same purpose for
the ALJs to use for hearing decisions. An opportunity to unify the application of
policy and process could have been capitalized upon if SSA had chosen to
develop one integrated tool that could have been used across adjudicative levels.

e Electronic services are a part of the agency’s long-term service delivery strategy;
however they are viewed as an “add-on” and not as the way to conduct business.
As a result, they are not well-integrated into the business lines. Some of this is
most likely attributable to the antiquated systems platform which constrains how
data elements are accessed and shared. SSA has developed several online
software applications, but many are not user friendly, causing the public to
abandon them after attempted use. The agency has acknowledged this and
recently announced plans for a new online initiative—Disability Direct—that will
simplify the application process, eliminate redundant questions and provide links,
prompts, and other tools to assist the user. The National Research Council
recommended that SSA consider the experiences of private sector organizations
such as large-scale financial institutions—to examine the approaches they used to
change the public’s preference for face-to-face contact to a preference for access
through ATMs and the internet.

o Plans are under development to work with the medical community to adapt SSA
systems to Health Information Technology standards, thereby creating a
uniform electronic format for the storage and transmission of medical records. An
electronic exchange of information with medical sources, and with the federal
courts, is also being developed. They are also looking beyond the current state of
“receiving and storing” electronic images which places a significant strain on
storage capacity and can cause slow response times for the end-users. In addition,
they are exploring how intelligent systems could be used to analyze medical
evidence.

e Imbed management information in the technology platform. The technology
platform should include a structure to deliver management information and data
timely, in a format that enables leaders to draw conclusions and make effective
decisions. In order to measure success, critical data elements must be identified
and built into the system. SSA does not have a comprehensive data measurement
structure that monitors the success of outcomes and service delivery levels across
the enterprise or that provides the kind of organizational analyses needed for
process improvement.
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¢ Develop needed technology to ensure the security of records. SSA recognizes
the importance of protecting the information entrusted to it by the public, and has
taken steps to obtain the technology to ensure that protection. However, this is
becoming more difficult as systems backers become more sophisticated. SSA
faces a formidable challenge in assuring that users are properly authenticated as
they move forward with making information stored in the agency’s systems
available via the internet. This is an area where SSA should seek to capitalize on
lessons learned from the other organizations and the technology industry.

PEOPLE

Processes and platforms are only the vehicles through which the ingenuity of the people
flows to ultimately provide the services. It is the people that make the ultimate
difference. To operate as a high-performing agency, the organizational structure of SSA
must be properly aligned, and have a sufficiently staffed workforce that possesses the
skills and knowledge that are critical for success.

The SSA workforce is not appropriately staffed with the right skill sets and knowledge
levels to meet the challenges of today, let alone in the future.

e Over 53 percent of the total workforces, including 70 percent of the supervisors,
are eligible to retire by FY 2017.

¢ Since 1999, nearly 32,000 employees have left the agency with just under
28,000 people hired to replace staffing losses (through FY 2007).

¢ Staffing levels are at an historic low exacerbated by the retirement of the agency’s
own baby boomers and by their continued use of the “carly out™ retirement
incentive. In the last three years, 28 percent of all retirees took advantage of the
early out provisions.

Organizational structure

Although the agency has undergone many re-organizations, usually when a new
Commissioner is appointed, it is not clear which structure is the most effective from a
functional point of view However, it is clear that none have resulted in the ability to
foster innovation and change as a cultural expectation.

¢ SSA’s current organization is stove-piped-—even though many of the programs
administered by the agency cut across these organizational lines. To a significant
degree, this current structure has, while dispersing responsibility, narrowed
accountability.

¢ The disability process remains one of the areas most affected by fractured
organizational structure. The two primary processing components for disability—
the DDSs and the hearing offices—are the responsibility of two different deputy
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commissioners. Disability policy and disability systems are the responsibility of
two additional deputy commissioners. While the agency maintains that these
executives work across program lines, the very existence of the disparate
structures has created obstacles.

e The governance of the IT planning process is a similarly fractured process. The
primary responsibility for planning, developing and implementing systems
initiatives is divided between the agency’s CIO and the Deputy Commissioner for
Systems. However, there are several other agency executives who have major
responsibilities for parts of the process. In addition, the oversight of IT planning
is managed by an (internal) information technology advisory board where all
components compete for resources to implement their specific projects.

Workforce composition

Over 60 percent of SSA employees deliver direct services, mainly in field offices and
teleservice centers; the remaining personnel provide indirect and support services through
processing centers, regional offices, and headquarters. There are literally hundreds of
different positions within these components and, while many duties are unique to a given
position, many of the duties are overlapping. SSA needs to:

e Assess the type of position and skill sets needed. As SSA works to achieve more
effective integrated processes, it must also assess the impact of those changes on
the types of positions and skill sets needed at every level of the process. The
types of positions that are filled, and the locations in which they will work, must
correlate to the processes developed for use in direct services as well as in the
various components that provide support behind the scenes.

e Update employee skill mix to maximize the use of technology. Since technology
is now and will continue to be an integral part of every process, more emphasis
must be placed on recruiting staff with the skills to effectively utilize the ever-
increasing scope of technology in all invelved components. SSA must continue to
deliver services through its network of community-based offices; however, the
public expects to be able to access alternative service delivery options such as
online services, videoconferencing, and interactive web-based “chat rooms.” This
will require the development of more flexible job classifications and position
descriptions that will enable employees to perform diverse tasks and deliver
comprehensive service at the earliest point in the process.

e Develop data needed to effectively staff and train the agency. In order to
determine how many people are needed, the types of training they require, the
proper locations to provide services and the appropriate statfing mix for each
location, management information and data are essential. Currently, the agency
does not have a good mechanism to capture descriptive data on training activities
offered, and more significantly, data that facilitates planning for and acquiring the
types of training that are not offered, but are essential for job performance.
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Without that data, it is impossible to measure the resources required to process
workloads or provide administrative support. SSA’s limited ability to gather and
analyze workload measures reflects the stove-piped organizational structure and
restricts their capability to anticipate fluctuations in workload and make pro-active
adjustments. They need to develop comprehensive management information
across the entire organization using standard measures and uniform definitions of
productivity.

CONCLUSION

The Social Security Administration is at a critical juncture 1n its ability to continue to
fulfill the mission that was set out for it in 1935. Granted, the mission has grown and the
scope of the agency’s responsibilities undoubtedly far exceeds what the original framers
had in mind. Historically, SSA has been the “can-do” agency that has always stepped up
to meet new challenges. But today change is rapidly overwhelming the agency’s capacity
to adjust. Challenges such as shifting demographics, growing workloads, changing
customer expectations combined with an aging workforce, deteriorating systems
infrastructure, and chronic under funding have pushed SSA’s ability to deliver h gh
quality service to the brink.

Despite these challenges, the agency can step up once more—with proper planning and
attention to improving their processes, designing and implementing modern technology,
and investing in its statf. Short term initiatives that will restore the balance within the
agency are essential and SSA is, once again, relying on such activities. But they are not
enough and they have diverted the agency’s attention away from critical long-term
planning. The foundation for such initiatives must be a longer range vision for the future
that lays out a compelling roadmap for the future that transcends changes in
Administration and agency leadership. And that makes a persuasive casc for sufficient
and stable funding. SSA has massive administrative challenges ahead and time is running
short.
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