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Executive Summary

Purpose

Each year, the public places millions of telephone calls to the Social
Security Administration (ssA). If a caller encounters a busy signal, no
answer, or a long wait on hold, the result can be frustration, dissatisfac-
tion with ssA, and increased visits to local offices. What does happen
when the public calls Ssa by telephone? Are the SSA telephone facilities
meeting busy signal and average wait time standards? Does SSA manage-
ment collect information on the telephone service provided?

This report, one of a series on $8A’s service to the public, discusses the
results of a GAO nationwide test of ssaA telephone access and provides
information on the agency’s standards and telephone reporting
activities

Background

SsA maintains 34 teleservice centers to answer telephone calls in major
metropolitan areas or entire states. These centers, serving about half the
nation’s population, answered over 22 million calls during fiscal year
1985 In less populated states and smaller metropolitan and rural areas,
other types of central answering units and local offices provide tele-
phone service

For the 34 teleservice centers, ssA has set telephone service standards
Service 1s considered unacceptable if busy signal rates exceed 15 percent
or mcoming calls are on hold an average of 2 minutes or longer For
other facilities, ssA has no such standards

To test s8A’s accessibility by telephone, GA0 made 4,044 random calls in
May 1985 to all types of ssA telephone answering facilities and recorded
the outcome of each call Calls answered directly or within 2 minutes of
being put on hold were placed 1n an “easy access’ category, calls on hold
longer than 2 minutes, disconnected, terminated after 10 rings, or get-
ting busy signals were assigned to a “'difficuit access” category For all
telephone answering facilities tested, GAO also measured complance
with ssA’s teleservice center standards

GAO’s review was not designed to determine the reasons for any differ-
ences i performance among the facilities tested.

Results in Brief

During the test period, SSA representatives answered about three of
every four calls from the public directly or within 2 minutes of being put
on hold, by GaQ estimates.
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Executive Summary

Principal Findings

But telephone access to ssa varied considerably among telephone
answering facilities, and a number of them were providing unacceptable
service by ssa standards. Success in reaching ssa also fluctuated
according to the hour, day, or week and the area called

SsA has been unaware of the level of 1ts telephone service to the public,
however, because 1ts telephone answering facilities report misleading
and hmited data Moreover, only teleservice centers must meet Ssa ser-
vice standards Without standards and data for all its facilities to mea-
sure compliance, sSA cannot adequately monitor its telephone
accessibility.

Three-Fourths of Calls
Termed “Easy Access’’ In
Nationwide Test

GAO’s test results showed that 54 percent of telephone calls to SSA were
answered directly, 29 percent were put on hold before being answered,
14 percent got busy signals, and about 3 percent went unanswered or got
disconnected Looked at another way, 73 percent of the test calls were
classified as easy access and 27 percent as difficult access.

Figure 1: Overall Access to SSA by
Telephone
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Calls Disconnected or Terminated
at 10% Calis On Hold Over 2 M nutes
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Executive Summary

For the 34 teleservice centers, the percentage of calls answered directly
varied from 2 to 95, and calls on hold less than 2 minutes varied from 2
to 78 percent Four centers had busy signal rates over the ssa 15-percen
standard, and 10 centers exceeded ssA’s 2-munute average wait standar«
for calls on hold. Some of ssA’s other telephone answering facilities also
failed to comply with teleservice center standards For example, local
offices as a group exceeded the 15-percent busy signal standard, and
miniteleservice centers (small central answering units) as a group
exceeded the average-wait standard for calls on hold.

A person’s chance of reaching sSA was better if the call was made after
11:00 A M,, later in the week, or in the middle of the month, Ga0O's test
calls showed. These results agree with ssa historical data. In periods of
peak volume, when the public's calls to $sA are not randomly distribute:
as were GAO’s, access could be more difficult than the overall averages
reflected in this report.

The percentage of calls answered directly or within 2 minutes of being
put on hold was highest in the Seattle Region and lowest in the New
York Region, as table 1 shows.

Table 1: Calls to SSA Answered Directly
or Serviced Within 2 Minutes, by Region

Percent:
Region calis place
Seattle 83
Philadeiptia 8C
Dallas 80
Kansas City 78
Denver o e
Atlanta s
San Francisco 7¢
Chicago 7 e
Boston . ) 57
New York i 4¢

GAO did not attempt to determine the specific causes for noncompliance
and variations In access to individual ssa telephone answering facilitie-
Where telephone access is less than acceptable, ssA needs to determine
the causes, for example, whether increases 1n staff, training, equipmen
and/or telephone lines are needed to improve service to the public
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Executive Summary

SSA Monitoring of ssA collects only limuted data on its 34 teleservice centers’ accessibility to

Telephone Service Limited the public, and some of the data is misleading and inconsistent. Centers
record and report the percentage of time or how many times all lines are
busy rather than actual busy signals Also, to compute average wait
time, centers use ail calls received rather than only calls placed on hold

8sA has little information on its telephone performance and no service
standards for its other central telephone answering units and local
offices serving half of the nation’s population

Recommen dations GAO recommends that SSA.

» Establish telephone service standards for all facilities handling calls
from the public

« Clanfy the standard for average wait time to require that only calls on
hold be used 1n computing the average.

» Periodically measure the accessibility of ssa telephone answering facili-
tles against established standards.

« Take steps to bring into compliance those facilities not meeting estab-
lished standards.

Agency Comments SSA generally agreed with GAO’s recommendations
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Calls Handled by a
Variety of Facilities

The Social Security Administration (ssA) annually receives millions of
telephone calls about the various programs 1t administers Along with
mail and walk-in visits to SsA local offices, telephones are a traditional
form of service delivery the agency has offered to the public Telephone
service, which 1s generally toll-free, 1s available to the public 8 hours a
day, 5 days a week.

Organizationally, ssa provides telephone service through central
answering units (1 e , teleservice centers, miniteleservice centers, and
statewide units) and local (district or branch) offices, as table 1.1 show«

Table 1.1: SSA Facilities Providing
Telephone Service to the Public

Facility type No. Area served Service provided for

Central answerning units:

Teleservice centers 34 Major metropolitan area or  Telephone calis only
entire state

Miniteteservice centers 20 Areawithin state Telephone calls ¢nly

Statewide units 12 Entire state Telephone calls cnly

Local offices:

District or branch offices 627 Local chﬂEe_géogEaphlcal Teleﬁﬁone calls and walk
area in trathic

Nationwide, the 34 teleservice centers—=ssa’s primary telephone service
facihties—serve major metropolitan areas or entire states Teleservice
centers were designed to relieve $sa’s district and branch offices of the
burden of answering general or routine telephone inquiries and to free
field personnel to handle walk-in traffic and adjudicate claims Unlike
SsA local offices, teleservice centers have a single mission—to provide
telephone service The number of employees at the centers averages 35.
ranging from 16 to 122 In fiscal year 1985, teleservice centers answere
over 22-million calls at a total operating cost of $54 7 million, for an
average cost of $2 49 per call

ssa has 32 other central answering units, generally smaller, that also ar
dedicated to providing one service— answering telephone mquuiries
from the public Twelve are commonly referred to as statewide
answering unts; as their name suggests, their service areas are state-
wide They generally serve the less populous states The service areas «
the 20 miniteleservice centers are less than statewide and can be as
small as one district Like local offices, statewide units and miniteleser-
vice centers are under the jurisdiction of an ssa district manager But
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Chapter 1
Introduction

teleservice centers constitute a distinct organizational entity apart from
a district office The location of and geographic areas served by ssa’s
three types of central telephone answering units are shown 1n figures
11 throughl 3
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Chapter 1
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Figure 1.1: Location of SSA Teleservice Centers and Geographic Areas Served
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Figure 1.2: Location of SSA Miniteleservice Centers and Geographic Areas Served
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Figure 1.3: Location of SSA Statewide Units and Geographic Areas Served
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Finally, district and branch offices (local offices) outside the service
area of a teleservice center, miniteleservice center, or statewide unit
provide their own telephone service along with handhing walk-in traff:
Of ssA’s more than 1,300 local offices, 627 have this dual role
Depending on where callers are located, calls go to either a local office
central answering unit. Central units may refer callers to the local off:
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for resolution of inquiries How telephone calls are handled by various
SSA units 1s shown in figure 1 4

Figure 1.4: Flow of Telephone Traffic to
SSA
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8sa recerves telephone inguiries on a wide range of topics For the most
part, central answering units handle requests for information about ssa
programs. For example, people may call ssa for information about
applying for a social security number, ehgibility requirements, or
applying for benefits

However, the public also contacts ssa by telephone for more complex
reasons, such as to file an imitial claim, report a lost check or change of
address, advise $5aA about an over- or underpayment, or change benefit
status These contacts usually require reference to ssa records, are
somewhat longer, and sometimes require that the caller be directed to a
field office. Between 5 and 10 percent of telephone calls to teleservice
centers require referral to local offices for resolution, SSA estimates

Except for teleservice centers, which answered 22 million calls 1 fiscal
year 1985, ssaA collects no data showing the total volume of telephone
traffic nationwide. Teleservice center representatives average about

Page 15 GAO/HRD-86-85 SSA Telephone Accessibility



Chapter 1
Introduction

12 inquiries/calls per hour. Using data we developed, we estimated the
percentage of the population provided telephone service by each type ot
facility. As shown in figure 1.5, about 61 percent of these calls are
directed to a central answering unit; calls for the remainder go directly
to local ssa offices

Figure 1.5: Population Served by Type
of SSA Facility
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—— Teleservice Centers

[::3 Central Answering Units
:] Local Offices

Because many decisions regarding SSA telephone service were vested in
each regional office, parts of the system appear to have evolved withou
an overall plan, resulting in the variety of facilities that handle calls.
Also, while calls to ssa are toll-free for most callers, SSA estimates that
about 18 percent of the nation's population 1s without toll-free or local
call service. ssA’s decision 1n 1982 to terminate the acceptance of collect
calls has resulted 1n a portion of the public having to incur an expense
when calling ssa For this review, we did not assess the telephone
system's growth patterns and configuration nor the issue of the absenc
of toll-free access for a segment of the public.

Several key components of $sA’s headquarters organization are involve:
with telephone service as part of their duties. Under the Deputy Com-
missioner, Management and Assessment, the Office of Management
Planning and Analysis conducts studies as required, including studies
and analyses of telephone service delivery options and service levels;
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Objectives, Scope, and
Methodology

the Office of Materiel Resources 1s responsible for changes to Ssa’s
teleservice configuration and procures telephone systems hardware
Among their responsibilities for operations in their jurisdictions, the 10
Regional Commussioners, under the Deputy Commussioner for Opera-
tions, administer telephone activities and development and implementa-
tion of telephone policy The Deputy Commissioner for Operations also
1s responsible for final approval and implementation of telephone stan-
dards for field components providing service to the public

Apart from $sa, the General Services Administration has oversight
responstbility for telephone service by all federal agencies. Major
changes to and installations of telecommunications services and facili-
ties need its approval Also, it requires that agencies have a telecommu-
nications management program and annually survey their telephone
service and related equipment In $sA, this function 1s assigned to the
Division of Communication and Records Management within the Office
of Materiel Resources

The objectives of our review were to (1) measure the extent to which ssa
1s accessible by telephone and (2) assess the adequacy of $sa’s moni-
toring of 1ts telephone service Our review was not designed to deter-
mine the actual causes of any variations in accessibility nor why
individual ssa facilities did not comply with established service-level
standards

Also, our review did not address a number of important management
1ssues, such as the future role of the telephone 1n $8a’s overall service
delivery strategy and whether $sa’s telephone system 1s properly con-
figured to provide effective and efficient service. We plan to study these
and related issues in a separate evaluation of ssa telephone service

To measure accessibility, we made 4,044 test telephone calls in May
1985 to randomly selected ssa facilities at randomly selected times (see
app I for our sampling and estimation methodology). $sa officials con-
curred that the month selected represented a typical month of ssa tele-
phone activity

In placing our calls and recording the results, we used microcomputers
and a special program designed to record and compile the results of our
calls The program automatically timed the number of seconds each call
was placed on hold and terminated any call on hold for 6 minutes For
each call, we collected data on
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busy signals,

calls terminated after 10 rings (about 1 minute) because no one
answered,

calls disconnected before being answered,

calls answered without being placed on hold,

calls placed on hold,

calis disconnected whale on hold, and

wailt time on hold

During the test, when we made contact with an sSA representative, we
asked a question primarily to bring the call to a close (The 25 test ques-
tions used appear m app II) By design, the questions chosen were con-
sidered not difficult to answer because we did not want to be put on
hold while the s5A employee researched the answer For example, one
question asked was, “Are X-rays covered under Medicare?” Answer,
“Yes.” Another question was, ‘At what rate 1s income earned in 1985
taxed for Social Security purposes?’ Answer, 7 05 percent ”

Since the question was being asked, we decided to make a judgment on
the courtesy and accuracy of the response provided. While we beheve
the data to be useful, we acknowledge that the relatively easy types of
questions used would be more likely to elicit greater accuracy and cour-
tesy than would more difficult and probing questions

Our sampling plan was designed to permit (1) a comparison between
individual teleservice centers and statewide answering units and (2) an
evaluation of local offices and miniteleservice centers as specific groups.
Local offices and miniteleservice centers were sampled as groups rather
than by individual facility because determining accessibility to indi-
vidual facihities would have required a sample size of test telephone
calls about four times larger than we used We selected the sample size
to ensure a sampling error that would not exceed 5 percent at a 95-
percent confidence level The sampling errors for selected data con-
tamned 1n our report are shown in appendix I.

To facilitate analysis and discussion of our test results, our test calls
were categorized into two groups—one to describe and quantify “easy”
access and the other, "'difficult” access Both are expressed as a per-
centage of calls made Easy access represents calls answered directly or
placed on hold for less than 2 minutes. Difficult access refers to calls
that were either busy, disconnected, terminated after 10 rings or about |
minute because no one answered, or placed on hold for more than 2
minutes
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In analyzing the test resu
level standards for teleservice centers (included as app. III) to measure
compliance for ali other central answering facilities and local offices
tested. These ssA standards require that telephone lines be busy no more
than 15 percent of the time and that average time on hold not exceed 2
munutes In developing the teleservice center standards, SSA considered
the service-level standards used by other federal and commercial organi-
zations. But ssA’s final decision on what represents acceptable telephone
service 1s based primarily on the agency's judgment

To assess the adequacy of $sA’s monitoring of its telephone service, we
examined the standards 1t has established for 1ts telephone service, and
the information available to management on how well or to what extent
its facilities are meeting standards To do this, we talked with respon-
sible officials at ssA’s headquarters in Baltimore and at the Atlanta, New
York, and Philadelphia regional offices Also, we analyzed and com-
pared telephone performance data for selected teleservice centers,
reviewed ssa documents and reports about telephone service, and made

on-site visits to the 3 rpmnngl nfﬁr\on 6 teleservice centers f Atlan ta, 1L.os

Angeles Manassas, Parlm Upper Darby, and Westmmster), and 10 dlS-
trict and branch offices. Qur visits to the teleservice centers were made
to obtain an understanding of how various centers operate and to
develop information needed to conduct our accessibility test Lastly, we
obtained input from each of Ssa’s regional offices on the types of tele-
phone answering units operated, population served, and geographic
areas covered.

Qur review work was done from Apnl 1984 to October 1985 and was

2R AP LJ0% U ALLUR VLY 0 o)} s

performed in accordance with generally accepted government a dmng
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Chapter 2

SSA Accessibility by Telephone Varies Widely

Overall Accessibility:
Test Results Mixed

About three of every four calls we placed to ssa went through directly
or were placed on hold for less than 2 minutes ssa accessibility vared
widely, however, depending on the telephone answering facility called
and when the call was placed.

Because s8A has not established service-level standards for central
answering units and local offices other than teleservice centers (see ch
3), we used the teleservice center standards when measuring access to
the other telephone answering facilities

From 2 to 95 percent of all our calls to the 34 teleservice centers were
answered directly Our calis to four teleservice centers, 5 of the 12 state
wide units, and local offices as a group received busy signals often
enough that those facilities exceeded the sSA 15-percent busy signal
standard that applies to teleservice centers. Likewise, our calls to min:-
teleservice centers as a group were placed on hold long enough and fre-
quently enough that the standard of a less-than-2-minute average wait
was exceeded.

Also, 1t was easier to reach ssa after 11.00 A.M | later in the week, and
during the middle of the month, test results showed Geographically.
people in the Seattle region had an 8 out of 10 chance of getting througt
directly or within 2 minutes of being placed on hold, while people
residing in the New York region had only a 5 out of 10 chance of simila
access.

Inability to reach ssa by telephone can cause public dissatisfaction with
ssA service and increase field office visits by people unable to have then
business handled over the telephone. According to 854, a large volume o
call activity, combined with such factors as insufficient staff, problems
1n assigning part-time personnel and analyzing hne configurations, havs
contributed to the fluctuations in telephone accessibility

During our test, we found Ssa representatives who handled our tele-
phone calls 1n almost all cases to be courteous and our test questions
generally to be answered correctly

About 54 percent of our test telephone calls to ssa went straight throug
to a representative, that 1s, the call was answered within 10 rings and
not placed on hold. About 19 percent of the calls were kept on hold fo:
less than 2 minutes By s$sa standards for teleservice centers, calls kept
on hold for an average of less than 2 minutes represent *‘acceptable”
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service. The remaining 27 percent represents calls getting busy signals,
calls disconnected or terminated (for which ssa has not established a
standard), and calls kept on hold longer than 2 minutes

The results of our test of ssa telephone accessibility are shown n figure
21

Figure 2.1: Overall Access to SSA by
Telephone

14% Calls Receving Busy Signals
3%
Calis Disconnected or Terminated
- 10% Calls On Hold Over 2 Minutes
“ Calls On Hold Less Than 2 Minutes
54% ' Calls Answered Directly
\\\\\\ v

D Easy Accessibiity (73%)
D Difficult Accessibility (2796)

Overall, ssA district and branch offices were the easiest to reach by tele-
phone, having an access rate of 76.1 percent, while statewide units’
easy-access rate was lowest at 58 5 percent. Easy- and difficult-access
rates by type of ssa facility are shown in figure 2.2,
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Figure 2.2: Comparison of Access
Rates by SSA Facility Type
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When we examined easy-access calls by facihity type, we found wide
variance n the percentages of calls that went straight through Local
offices had the highest straight-through rate, while statewide units and
miniteleservice centers had the lowest. A call to a local office was almos
twice as likely to go straight through as a call to a statewide unit or a
miniteleservice center. Teleservice centers and statewide units
(excluding Maine) had about the same easy-access rate Miniteleservice
centers had the lowest rate. Easy-access rates for the various facilities
are shown in table 2 1
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Table 2.1: Easy-Access Rates by
Facility Type

Figures represent percents of calls placed

Calls ¢

Calls hold les

Easy- straight than

Facility type access rate through minute
Teleservice centers 731 506 22
Statewide units 58 52 N7 26
Miniteleservice centers o 607 371 23
Local offices 761 640 12
Overall results 726 540 18

3Excluding the Maine statewide unit, the overall easy-access rate was 72 8 percent for the statewide
units

Difficult access noted during our test was largely attributable to busy
signals and calls being kept on hold for more than 2 minutes. Our overal
test results of 14.3 percent busy signals was within the 15-percent busy
signal standard that ssA applies to teleservice centers. But statewide
units and local offices both exceeded this standard (see table 2.2). ssa
instructions advise that consistent monthly busy signal rates of 10 per-
cent or higher should be viewed by management as an indicator of a
possible problem requiring further study Our calls to minuteleservice
centers received busy signals for 13.2 percent of our calls and had the
highest rate of calls kept on hold longer than 2 minutes, Disconnected
calls and calls terminated after 10 rings were a larger problem for state-
wide units than for the other facilities.

Table 2.2: Difficuit-Access Rates by
Facility Type

Figures represent percents of calls placed

Calls on

hold longer Disconnecte

Difficult- Busy than2 terminate

Facility type - access rate rate minutes call
Teleservice centers 269 89 138 4
Statewide units 4152 204 131 8
Miniteleservice centers 393 132 203 5
Local offices - 239 183 33 1
Overall results 27 4 14 3 g8 3

aExciuding the Mamne statewide unit, the overall difficuit-access rate was 27 2 percent for the statewide
units

Another way to look at service 1s how frequently cails that get through
are placed on hold. Overall, about 35 percent of our calls that were
answered were placed on hold. Calls answered by local offices were
placed on hold about 20 percent of the time, while calls answered by
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other facilities were placed on hold more than twice as often, as shown
in table 2 3 The amount of time calls remained on hold 1s discussed on
page 38 and in chapter 3.

Table 2.3: Frequency of All Answered
Calls Placed on Hold

Access to Teleservice
Centers Varies
Geographically

Frequency
Type of facility {percent)
Teleservice centers VTN
Statewide units 557
Miniteleservice centers o - i 547
Local offices B 777‘179 <
Overall resuits T o ‘ 34

Among teleservice centers, performance varied widely. This variation
could result from a large volume of call activity combined with factors
ranging from staffing imbalances to problems with managing line and
trunk configurations, according to several SsA headquarters and field
office managers Teleservice center easy-access rates ranged from 96 7
percent (Grand Prairie, Texas) to 25 8 percent (Jersey City, New
Jersey). Overall, 23 centers were above and 11 were below the overall
access rate of 73 1 percent. (See table 2 4 for a comparnison of easy-
access rates for teleservice centers )
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Table 2.4: Easy-Access Rates by . ]
Teleservice Center Figures represent percents of calls placed
Cails on
Calls hold less
Easy- straight than 2
Teleservice center access rate through minutes
Grand Praine, TX 967 950 17
Atlanta, GA 934 667 2867
St Louis, MO 933 783 150
Upper Darby, PA 97 M7 200
Phoenix, AZ 915 76 3 153
Pittsburgh, PA® o 902 410 492
Houston, TX 00 68 3 217
Des Moines, |1A B9 8 559 339
Kansas City, MO 897 690 207
New Qrleans, LA 882 729 153
Twin Cities, MN 877 64 9 228
Indianapolis, IN 866 68 3 183
Tampa, FL - 852 500 352
Portland, OR 847 559 288
Chicago(N}), IL 833 600 233
Detroit, M - 817 700 17
Seattle, WA T 816 33 783
Los Angeles, CA ) 814 661 153
Westminster, MD i 813 610 203
Milwaukee, Wi 810 500 310
Berkeley, CA o 787 60 7 180
Boston, MA 776 569 207
Manassas, VA B 763 47 5 288
Golden, CO - 718 436 282
Chicago(S), IL - 689 448 241
San Diego, CA 689 4190 279
Jamatca, NY N 67 3 48 3 190
Cleveland, OH 667 367 300
Ft Lauderdale, FL 650 400 250
Buffalo, NY 638 17 621
Lodi, NJ 492 377 115
Cincinnati, OH o 417 217 200
Parlin, NJ 327 224 103
Jersey City, NJ 258 86 172
Overall results 731 506 225

2Resuits for the Pittsburgh teleservice center apply to only four of its five public telephone numbers
One number was inadvertently omitted from our test, which had no effect on the statistical results
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Direct access to an SSA representative ranged from less than 2 to 95 per-
cent. Three centers—Seattle, Buffalo, and Jersey City—had an
extremely low percentage of calls that were answered directly (see table
2.4). The Seattle and Buffalo center managers told us that all incoming
calls to their centers received a recorded message before being
answered. The recording, which 1s a requirement of state or local law,
alerts callers that their call may be monitored by a center supervisor to
assess the quality of service provided Jersey City’s low percentage of
calls answered directly was attributed by the center manager to inexpe-
rienced staff, as discussed below.

Overall, 11 of the 34 teleservice centers had difficult-access rates highet
than the average of 27 percent. Four centers—Parhn, Cincinnati, Lodi,
and Westminster—did not meet the teleservice center standard of no

more than 15 percent of all calls receiving a busy signal, as table 25
shows.
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Table 2.5: Difficult-Access Rates by

Teleservice Center

]
Figures represent percents of calls placed

Disconnected/ Calis on hold

Difficult-  Busy terminated  longer than 2
Teleservice center access rate rate calls minutes
Jersey City, NJ 741 138 89 534
Parlin, NJ 673 224 0 g
Cincinnati, OH 583 217 33 333
Loch, NJ 508 164 197 a7
Buffalo, NY ) 362 121 0 241
Ft Lauderdale, FL 350 100 67 183
Cleveland, OH o 333 66 " 00 167
Jamaica, NY o 327 103 121 103
San Diego, CA 311 g2 0 229
Chicago(S), IL 310 34 52 224
Golden, CO 2872 77 0 205
Manassas, VA 237 119 34 T 84
Boston, MA T 224 17 17 190
Berkeley, CA 213 33 82 - 98
Milwaukee, WI ) 190 69 17 104
Westminster, MD o 187 169 H—O o 4_"7178
Los Angeles, CA o 186 102 17 67
Detroit, MI o 183 67 16 100
Seattle WA o 183 83 0 100
Chicago(N}, IL 167 33 50 T84
Portland OR 153 85 0 68
Tampa, FL 148 74 18 56
Indianapolis, iN N 133 67 16 50
Twin Cities, MN 123 0 17 106
New Orleans LA 119 17 34 CE
Kansas City, MO 103 34 34 35
Des Moines, |A 102 0 34 68
Houston, TX o 0o o o o0
Pittsburgh, PA? o 98 65 33 0
Phoenix, AZ - 85 51 17 Y
Upper Darby, PA 83 67 0 186
Atlanta, GA - 67 50 17 0
St Louis, MO 67 33 17 17
Grand Praine, TX S 33 0 33 T o
Overall results o 269 89 42 138

Resuits for the Pittsburgh teleservice center apply to only four of its five public telephone numbers
One number was inadvertently omitted from our test, which had no effect on the statistical results
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We obtained comments on our test results from the managers of the fou
centers with the worst access rates

Lodi—The manager said he had no way to determine the number of
callers who received a busy signal or were disconnected because his
equipment does not record such data. Hold time during busy periods
would continue to exceed ssa standards if staffing remained the same,
he stated, adding that his staff of 43 representatives would have to be
increased by about 10 to 12 to reduce the number of incoming calls
placed on hold longer than 2 minutes.

Parlin—The test results were probably accurate, according to the man-
ager. He too said that Parlin could not routinely meet the 2-minute
average wait time standard unless his staff was larger An increase fron
48 to 63 representatives would help resolve hold time problems, he said
indicating that these occurred primarily during the first 2 weeks of the
month.

Jersey City-—The manager believed service was pretty good, judging
from his own performance statistics and the few complaints he received
from ssa field offices in his service area. In the first 6 months of 1985,
which included the month we made our test, about one-thurd of his 77
teleservice representatives were either new or being trained, this, he
said, could have affected service levels.

Cincinnati—The manager was unaware of any service problems based
on his performance reports and was surprised by our test results. Since
our May 1985 test, he said, he has made some changes, such as opening
the center half an hour earlier and spreading out lunch periods to
improve service

Both the Lodi and Parlin managers told us that long hold times were an
indication of insufficient staff. But our analysis of May 1985 statistics
shows that there is not always a direct relationship between available
staff, call volume, and on-hold times. For example, the Berkeley teleser-
vice center, with 51 2 full-time equivalent staff, answered 75,672 calls
and had an average wait time of 84 seconds for all calls placed on hold
by our calculation. In contrast, Parhin with 50 2 full-time equivalent
staff, answered 55,259 calls and had an average wait time of 208
seconds for all calls placed on hold.

Another example imnvolves the Lodi and Houston teleservice centers Th
Houston center, with 39.6 full-time equivalent staff, answered 76,105
calls and had an average wait time for on-hold calls of 22 seconds,
according to our calculations Lodi, with 40.7 full-time equivalent staff
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Access 1o Statewide
Units Also Varied

however, answered 45,458 calls and had an average wait time of 158
seconds for calls on hold

Some teleservice centers limit their average wait time by establishing
call-back policies This practice 1s usually followed for telephone
inquiries that involve lengthy research SSA representatives obtain the
caller’s telephone number and call back after the mformation 1s
obtained, thus avoiding long holding times. For example, the Jamaica
teleservice center follows a strict policy mandating call-backs for calls
requiring system queries and for calls during extremely heavy traffic
periods.

The managers of the Jersey City and Cincinnati teleservice centers citec
their performance reports as evidence that their facihity’s performance

was higher than our test showed. However, as we discuss in more detail
in chapter 3, we believe that teleservice center performance reporting 1-
misleading and 1inconsistent and that our test results present a more pre
cise measure of access to these centers.

The Lodi, Cleveland, and Jamaica teleservice centers had the highest
percentage of disconnected and/or terminated calls— 197, 10 0, and
12.1, respectively, as table 2 5 shows Caller-terminated calls—which
we categorized for our test as those calls not answered within 10 rings—
represented most of the calls in this category. In the case of Lodji, three
of every four calls in this category were terminated calls According to
an ssa official in the Office of Materiel Resources, a high ratio of caller-
terminated calls often indicates insutficient staff to answer the tele-
phone For calls terminated, teleservice center reports use the difference
between the number of incorng calis and the number of calls answered
Disconnected calls, according to the official, are usually the result of
equipment malfunctions or human error Teleservice center reports do
not reflect the extent of disconnects

Like teleservice centers, access to statewide units varied widely Again
ssa personnel cited staffing situations, such as inadequate personnel to
answer the telephones, as a major factor. In addition, they mentioned
problems with the assignment of part-time personnel and management
of telephone lines and trunks as contributing to variations in access to
statewide units The easy- and difficult-access rates we found in making
test calls to each of the 12 statewide units appear in figure 2 3
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.
Figure 2.3: Telephone Access Rates of Statewide Units
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Easy access to statewide units ranged from 97 4 percent for New Mexico
to 7.7 percent for Maine. Maine’s access rate had a significant adverse
influence on the overall rate of 58 5; excluding Maine, the overall rate
was 72.8

With respect to calls answered directly and calls placed on hold for less
than 2 minutes, we also found some varation 1n easy access (see table
2.6). For example, Wyoming with an overall rate of 92 5 percent placed
only 10 percent of the calls on hold for less than 2 minutes In contrast,
Utah with an overall rate of 86.5 percent placed 48 7 percent of the calls
on hold for less than 2 minutes
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Table 2.6: Easy-Access Rates by

Statewide Units

Figures represent percents of calls placed

- Callson

Calls hold less

Easy- straight than 2

Statewide unit access rate through minutes
New Mexico T 974 711 263
Wyoming i N 925 825 10¢
Utah 865 378 487
Idaho 789 553 236
North Dakota i - - 789 552 237
Nebraska o 775 250 528
South Dakota 710 579 IEER
Montana o 732 415 317
New Hampshire ) 69 2 25 6 438
Vermont o 575 100 475
Kansas T 540 243 297
Maine 77 51 26
Overall results 585 37 268

We recerved busy signals on our test calls more frequently than the
teleservice center standard of 15 percent when we called five statewide
units—Maine (43.5 percent of calls), Vermont (27.5), South Dakota
(26.3), Kansas (24.3), and New Hampshire {20.56). (Data on the various
problems of difficult access we encountered on calling statewide units—
busy signals, disconnected or terminated calls, and calls on hold longer
than 2 minutes—are shown in table 2 7 )
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Table 2.7: Difficult-Access Rates by
Statewide Units

Figures represent percents of calls placed

Disconnected/  Calls on hold

Difficult- Busy terminated longer than 2

Statewide unit access rate rate calls minutes
Maine 923 435 257 231
Kansas i 460 243 135 82
Vermont 425 275 25 125
New Hampshire 308 205 0 103
Montana ) 268 98 0 170
South Dakota 290 263 27 0
Nebraska 225 50 25 150
North Dakota 211 1056 53 53
ldaho 211 79 53 79
Utah 135 27 0 108
Wyoming ’ 75 75 0 0
New Mexico - 26 0 0 26
QOverall results o 415 204 80 131

The district manager responsible for the Maine unit told us that he had
an average of only two to three staff to answer incoming lines. He was
not surprised by the high rate of busy signals we expenenced when
calling that unit and indicated that terminated calls also were high
because people do not like to wait on hold.

Nor was the district manager for the New Hampshire unit surprised to
learn that 20 percent of our test calls to it received busy signals. She had
only one person to answer the one incoming line, she said, and her own
office studies confirmed that an additional line was necessary. No
changes had been made, she said; she had not been able to get additional
staff or the needed line because ssa is under budgetary constraints

With regard to the South Dakota unit, the assistant district manager
expressed surprnise over the high busy rate, but said that because man-
agement was not graded on telephone service, this function did not
receive the attention it should. The district sends about 30 letters a
month to randomly selected callers in South Dakota asking them to rate
the telephone service they received. Most responses, he said, have been
positive, adding that a spring 1985 office study indicated a 1-percent

busy signal rate
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The district manager in Kansas and the assistant manager in Vermont
had received no public complaints about telephone access to thelr state-
wide units, they said Telephone performance data for their units were
limuted, both indicated.

SSA Performance,
Service Affected by
Access Problems

Time of Call,
Geography Affect
Access

SsA telephone answering facilities that experience high busy signal rates,
average wait times on hold in excess of 2 minutes, and high disconnect
or termination rates affect ssa’s overall performance and service to the
public. For example, our January 1985 report to the Congress included
comments from a number of questionnaire respondents who expressed
dissatisfaction with thelr experiences in reaching ssa by telephone !

Walk-1n traffic increases when the public 1s unable to reach ssa by tele-
phone, most field office managers we interviewed agreed In this regard,
a February 1982 study? by ssa's Philadelphia region showed that about
15 percent of the clients surveyed elected to visit a field office because
$sA telephones were busy

In another study, ssa’s Office of Management, Budget, and Personnel?
analyzed the reasons for 81,000 visits to field offices during a 1-week
period 1n 1981. The office estimated that 74 percent of the visitors to SSA
field offices could have transacted their business by telephone or mail
Effective telephone service has the potential to significantly reduce the
volume of face-to-face visits, the study pointed out, and consequently
the waiting time of the public who must visit a field office

In this section, we discuss the results of other analyses we performed on
our test data, specifically, ssA telephone accessibility by (1) time of day.
day of the week, and week of the month and (2) ssA region We also
computed the average wait time to determine to what extent perform-
ance met the teleservice center standard for average wait time

!Quality of Services Generally Rated High by Clients Sampled (GAO/HRD-86-8, Jan 30 198b)

2Results of Reception Area Practices Study, SSA, Phuladelphia Regional Office, Feb 9 1982

Service to the Pubhic Walk-in Traffic Study, SSA, Office of Management, Budget, and Personnel ‘as
1981
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Accessibility Varies by
When Call Is Made

A person’s chances of reaching ssa on the first call are better 1f the tele
phone call 1s made later in the week, 1n the middle of the month, and
after 11:00 A M, periods when ssa work volumes generally are not at
their peak The easy-access rate by week of the month, as derived from
our test data, 1s shown 1n figure 2 4. Easy-access rates ranged from 64
percent in week 1 to 76 3 percent in week 3.

Figure 2.4: Easy-Access Rates by
Week of the Month

Week of the Month

\
| ﬁ
0 20 40 60 80 100

Percent of calls having easy access

Easy access 1n terms of calls answered directly or within 2 minutes of
being placed on hold varied shghtly more widely by day of the week A
shown 1n figure 2 5, 1t ranged from 59.7 percent on Mondays to 76.8
percent on Thursdays and Fridays.
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‘igure 2.5: Easy-Access Rates by Day |
f the Week
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Finally, the hour of day the call 1s placed matters. Calling ssa before
11:00 A M. reduces chances of easy access As figure 2.6 shows, only
69.9 percent of our calls between 9:00 and 10-00 A.M. and 63.1 percent
of our calls between 10-00 and 11':00 A.M. were answered directly or
within 2 minutes of being placed on hold. By comparison, access after
11 00 A.M. was somewhat better
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Figure 2.6: Easy-Access Rates by Hour
of the Day
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According to an ss8a official in the Office of Materiel Resources, our d
as presented 1n figures 2.4-2.6 reflect the traditional experience with
ssA that peak volumes occur early 1n the day, week, and month Also
mail received by the public on Saturday when $5A 1s not open for bus
ness contributes to the peak volume on Mondays, he told us Lastly,
Social Security beneficiaries and recipients receive their checks on tl
first and third of the month, he explained, and this 1s a factor in the
increased telephone activity early in the month.

To more evenly distribute the workload, some field offices use the r
to inform the public of the best time to call $sA For example, an ssA
manager in New Jersey used the local paper to provide advice to
residents concerning the best times to call the Parlin teleservice cent
In an interview for an article in the paper, he suggested that the eas
times to get through were after 11 00 A M and during the last 2 wee
of every month, except Mondays
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To the extent that the public’s calls to $sA are concentrated during cer-
tain hours of the day and not randomly distributed as were those we
placed during 15-minute intervals throughout the day, access during
those hours could be more difficult than the overall averages reflected
1n this report

Geographic Differences in
Accessibility Found

Analyzing our overall test results by $sa region, we found that easy-
access rates ranged from about 50 percent in region 2 to 83 percent in
region 10 (see fig. 2 7) The lowest performing regions were region 2
(New York) with an overall easy-access rate of about 50 percent and
region 1 (Boston), 58 percent.

Figure 2.7;: Easy-Access Rates by SSA
Region
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The easy-access rates by facility type within each region are shown in
table 2.8, In the case of region 2, teleservice center performance of 45
percent was largely responsible for the regron’s low accessibility In
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region 1, however, the statewide unit’s performance of 26 percent
caused the low accessibihty. In contrast, region 10’s overall easy-access
rate of 83 percent was alded by the performance of teleservice centers
and local offices, which had access rates of 83 and 91 percent,
respectively

]
Table 2.8: Easy-Access Rates by SSA Region and Facility Type

By tacility type (percent)

Region Easy- Teleservice Statewide Minsteleservice Loc
No. Location access rate centers umits centers offic
10 Seattle o 833 830 789 ) g
3 Phiadelpha 808 846 R/
6 Dallas - - 800 920 97 4 130 "7
7 Kansas City 780 913 616 9
8 Denver o 764 To7s 80 1 - 700 8
4 Atlanta T 758 78 1 o S 707 7
9 San Francisco o - 758 809 o 66 7 5
5 Chicago ) 700 738 - T 426 7
1 Boston 575 776 260 7
2 New York - 495 44 6 - - 7

Wait Time Standard Met by
Most Teleservice Centers

With few exceptions, teleservice center performance, when computed
the agency's method, met the average wait time standard. As we discu
in chapter 3, 8sA’s service-level standards provide that 20 seconds or le
1s optimal, 21 to 119 seconds 1s acceptable, and 120 seconds or greater
unacceptable

The centers compute average wait time by dividing the total time on
hold by the total number of answered calls, including those answered
without the caller being placed on hold. On an individual facility basis
32 of 34 teleservice centers met the standard when computed this way
The two that did not were Parlin and Jersey City, which had average
watt times of 148 and 200 seconds, respectively

While teleservice center performance in this respect appears good, we
believe the way average wait times are computed tends to distort actu
time on hold For example, computing average wait time using only or
hold calls significantly changes the average wait time and results in 1t
of the 34 teleservice centers not meeting the average wait time standa
In figure 2 8, we compare average wait times for our test calls (by

facility) as computed by our method (based on on-hold calls only) wit
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average wait times as computed by $sa’s method (based on all calls)
(Thus 1ssue 18 discussed 1in more detail inch 3)

Figure 2.8: Average Time on Hold (Al
Calls vs On-Hold Calls Only), by SSA
Facuity Type
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As the graph shows, miniteleservice centers are particularly illustrative
of the distortion 1n computing average wait times. Using all calls
answered in our test, miniteleservice centers had an average wait time
of 73 seconds. However, using on-held calls only, miniteleservice centers
had an average wait time of 136 seconds, which is above the 2-minute
standard applicable to teleservice centers.
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$SA representatives generally provided courteous, accurate responses
During our test, over 99 percent of the SSA representatives responded
courteously In the judgment of the individual placing the call For over
95 percent of the calls that reached s34, the representatives provided al
accurate answer

As noted earlier, by design we selected questions that were not consid-
ered difficult to answer because we did not want to be (1) put on hold
while the representative researched the answer or (2) referred to
another individual assigned to respond to complicated or time-
consuming inquiries. The above situations likely would have occurred
had we asked questions involving a specific claim, payment, earnings
record, or social security number

8sA'’s accuracy and courtesy as measured by our test essentially paralle
the data ssA compiles on the quality of the responses provided by
teleservice center representatives Each month, supervisors observe or
listen to a sample of calls and rate the response on courtesy, accuracy,
and other factors. (See app III for the teleservice center standard and
the rating form ) Teleservice centers report monthiy on the quality of
the responses provided by their representatives. For May 1985, 97 per-
cent of the calls sampled were rated by the supervisors as satisfactory
or better

Overall, the pubhe stands a 3 out of 4 chance of reaching ssA either
directly or within 2 minutes of being placed on hold. Accessibility
vanies, however, depending on which telephone answering facility 1s
called and when the call 1s placed

$Sa needs to determine whether the factors cited by 1ts managers are
resulting in some facilities not complying with service-level standards
and should take appropriate action to bring such facilities into compli-
ance Specific actions needed to improve accessibility will depend on th
situations of the individual telephone answering facilities

Recommendation to the

Secretary of Health
and Human Services

We recommend that the Secretary of Health and Human Services direc
the Commussioner of Social Security to

Take steps to bring into compliance those facilities not meeting service
level standards
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Agency Comments

Chapter 2
SSA Accessibility by Telephone Vanes Widely

85A agreed to implement the recommendation
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Chapter 3

Standards and Performance Data Needed to
Monitor Telephone Service

Development of
Teleservice Center
Standards

ssA has developed service-level standards for teleservice centers, but v
for other central answering units or local offices. In addition, ssa know
httle about how easy or difficult 1t 1s for the public to reach ssa by tele
phone Limited information is available on teleservice center perform-
ance, but for miniteleservice centers, statewide units, and local offices
there 1s hittle information on telephone service they provide

In 1981, ssa conducted a study focusing on the levels of service provic
by teleservice centers to reevaluate the usefulness and effectiveness o
its established service standards. The standards, then in effect (since
1971), included a busy signal rate not to exceed 4 percent and a requi
ment that speed of answer (the time a call is on hold awaiting 1nitial
service by an SSA representative) average 12 to 15 seconds.

To determine how other organizations that deal with the public evalu:
levels of telephone service, ssa contacted eight other organizations ss.
data on the organizations and their service-level standards are summs
rized in table 3 1

Table 3.1: Telephone Service Standards
of Selected Organizations

Busy signal Speet
rate® answ
Organtzation {percent) (secon
Federal agency o 10 20-
Arrline company N 5
Car rental compgr;y" 1
Health insurance provider .
Department store
Credit card company 2
Public utility 25
Hotel chain o 5

2As a percent of calls received

PAcceording to SSA, the speed of answer being used by the various organizations included all calls
answered

°For 85 percent of calls

After analysis of regional suggestions and consideration of equipment
capability, ssA concluded that the rate of busy signals, average speed -
answer, and guality of the SSA representatives’ responses were the bes
measures of service provided to the public by teleservice centers ssa
standards applicable to teleservice centers were 1ssued and became
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effective October 1, 1984. They are included in full in appendix III and
can be summarized as follows

1 Rate of “‘all trunks busy’’ (ATB, a measure of the frequency with
which all lines are busy)

Optimal - 5 percent or less

Acceptable - 6 to 15 percent

Unacceptable - 16 percent or more

2 Average waiting time (a measure of the average time a caller is on
hold):

Optimal - 20 seconds or less

Acceptable - 21 to 119 seconds

Unacceptable - 120 or more seconds

3. Quality of SsSA representative response (a written evaiuation by the
supervisor of the technical correctness, courtesy, and responsiveness of
the ssa representative handling the call).

Teleservice centers must report their performance against these stan-
dards monthly. As can be seen, the revised standards are more relaxed
than those established 1n 1971. sSA cited increased program complexity,
telephone equipment imitations, and difficulty in complying with the
more stringent requirements as reasons for revising the standards

Data on Teleservice
Center Accessibility
Limited

To measure the public’s access to teleservice centers, Ssa relies on two

key indicators: the rate of busy signals and the average wait time on
hold

Busy Signal Data of Limited
Usefulness

As of April 30, 1986, the 34 teleservice centers did not have equipment
capable of recording and reporting actual busy signals. As an alterna-
tive, SSA requires teleservice centers to use all-trunks busy data to mea-
sure the extent to which lines are busy. A trunk 1s a group of telephone
lines that handle calls from a particular geographic area. All-trunks
busy data 1s collected to show either the percentage of time or the
number of times all lines 1n a trunk are busy

As of March 1986, only seven teleservice centers were reporting the per-
centage of time, and only one center was reporting the number of times
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all trunks were busy According to an 8sa official in the Office of Mate
riel Resources, the centers that do not report all-trunks busy data eithe
lack equipment capable of recording such data or do not report the dat
because of other problems. For example, the teleservice center manag:
in Atlanta stated that, although the telephone equipment generates

numerous reports on an hourly, daily, weekly, and monthly basis, she
did not know how to extract the relevant information Consequently, «
trunks busy data are not reported by the Atlanta teleservice center

According to ssa’s operating instructions, actual busy signal data pro-
vides a truer measure of the public’s ability to reach ssa by telephone
than all-trunks busy data. In our opinion, neither the percentage of tir
or the number of times trunks are busy provides a precise measure of
the number or percentage of incoming calls that actually receive a bu-
signal To illustrate, we compared our May 1985 test results with data
from the seven teleservice centers that reported the percentage of tim
all trunks were busy that month (see table 3 2)

Table 3.2: Companson of SSA and GAO
Busy Signal Calculations for
Teleservice Centers Reporting All
Trunks Busy

SSAdata: GAOd
percentot  percen
time lines testc
Teleservice center ) ~ busy b
Boston B L o L 1.9 -
Westminster 18
Chicago-South e 157
Milwaukee ) L 7.5
Los Angeles o 2.4 !
Phoenix - o _ _ 15.4
Seattle 19

There 18 no consistent relationship between teleservice center-reporte
data and our findings on actual busy signals, as the table shows. For
example, the Westminster center reported an all-trunks busy rate of
only 1 9 percent for May, but 16 9 percent of our test calls got a busy
signal In contrast, the Chicago-South center reported an all-trunks bt
rate of 15 7 percent for May, while only 3 4 percent of our test calls g
a busy signal As we discussed 1n chapter 2, the problem of busy sign
may be greater than the data indicate Our calls were placed randoml
throughout the day To the extent that calls are concentrated earlier
the day, week, or month, as we mention in chapter 2, a higher per-
centage of busy signals could occur at these times
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Average Wait Time Data
Misleading

When the current teleservice center standards were published 1n
October 1984, only a few centers had the capability to measure average
walt time As an interim measure, Ssa required the centers to report a
call completion rate, computed by dividing the monthly number of
answered calls (callers reaching an SSA representative) by the monthly
number of incoming calls that got through to the center S$sa set the
“unacceptable’ rate at 82 percent or less Call completion rates do not
measure how long callers are kept on hold but rather how often they
tire of waiting and decide to hang up

In 1984, ssA upgraded the teleservice centers’ telephone systems by
purchasing and installing new automatic call distributors in 22 centers.
The upgrading was done 1n anticipation of significant workloads
resulting from the taxation of certain ssa benefits beginning in January
1985. As a result of the acquisition, most centers are now capable of
measuring average wait time, and as of March 1986, 26 of the 34 teleser-
vice centers were reporting such data The recent equipment upgradings
that enable centers to report average wait time give ssa needed perform-
ance data We believe, however, that the way the teleservice centers
continue to compute average wait time tends to distort their perform-
ance and should be changed

Centers compute average wait time on hold by dividing total wait time
by the number of calls answered, which includes calls answered without
placing the caller on hold. As noted (see p 38), using this method, our
test showed that only two centers failed to meet the standard of 119
seconds or less. Computing average wait time, however, on the basis of
the number of calls actually placed on hold increases the number of
teleservice centers that exceed the 2-minute standard. Under this
method, 10 centers did not meet the wait time standard Results of using
the two methods to compute average wait time for the 10 facilities are
compared 1n table 3 3
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Tabie 3.3: Comparison of Two Methods
for Caiculating Average Telephone Wait
Time for 10 Teleservice Centers

Average wait time (in
seconds) based on

All calls On-h
Teleservice center answered calls o
Boston N N s
Chicago-South ) o 68
Cincinnati ) T A
Detroit - - - 0
Golden » o 69 o
Jamaca o T o
Jersey City T - 200
Lodh ‘ o 65
Parlin o - 148
San Diego o 34 S

A dramatically different picture of teleservice center performance
emerges when wait time 1s computed on the basis of only calls on hold
as the table shows. The San Diego center particularly illustrates this
point SSA’s computation indicates that the teleservice center 1s per-
forming well, with an average wait time of 34 seconds Considering on
calls on hold, however, shows that the average wait time 15 186 seconc
In other words, persons put on hold by the San Diego center (over halt
of the callers to that facility) are kept on hold for an average of over ©
minutes. The percentage of our test calls that were placed on hold for
the 10 teleservice centers that did not meet the standard, using on-hol
calls only, 1s shown in figure 3 1
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igure 3.1: Percentage of GAQ Test
elephone Calls Placed on Hold, by
eleservice Center
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Tel service Center

ither Performance
)ata Lacking

Neither ssa’s headquarters nor its 10 regional offices have established
performance standards for miniteleservice centers, statewide units, or
local offices. The Denver Reglonal Commissioner, commenting in 1983
on the proposed standards for teleservice centers, stated that the need
for criteria on acceptable levels of service also existed for miniteleser-
vice centers. Commenting on the same issue, the Boston Regional Com-
mussioner said that miniteleservice centers would have to upgrade their
equipment if the intention was to hold miniteleservice centers account-
able for meeting teleservice center standards

Only four of eight regions that have statewide units or miniteleservice
centers require some type of performance reporting. The reporting that
1s required concerns workloads (e.g., number of calls answered). Infor-
mation 1S not reported on busy signals or wait time on hold because
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statewide units and miniteleservice centers either lack the equipment
capability or were not asked to record and report such data.

For local offices, telephone traffic data are not routinely reported to o
evaluated by headquarters or the regions According to ssa officials at
both levels, local managers are responsible for monitoring their office-
telephone traffic patterns and reporting problems As a result, ssa has
httie information with which to evaluate the telephone service of stat.
wide units, miniteleservice centers, and local offices.

]
Conclusions ssa should improve the monitoring of 1ts telephone service Service-lex

standards should be established for all ssa telephone facilities, includi
local offices, statewide unmts, and miniteleservice centers. Once done.
should periodically measure telephone accessibility against the estab-
lished standards as a means to monitor performance for all its telephe
answering facilities and to determine which facilities provide service

below standards

Collecting and obtaiming performance data on a monthly basis from rr
1teleservice centers, statewide units, and local offices, as 1s required b
ssA for teleservice centers, could entail an additional expense and pro
costly during a period of budgetary constraints The extent of such ac
tional cost would depend largely on the capability of the facilities’
equipment to measure accessibility, a capability not existent at many
facilities Periodically testing telephone accessibility against establish
standards, as we did, could provide a less costly alternative that woul
measure overall service and could determine which facilities are not
meeting access standards. SSa could consider using or modifying the
computer-assisted telephone interviewing program we used to sample
telephone facilities To assist Ssa in this regard, we are making our co
puter program available to ssa for its use

Also, 8sa should compute average wait time on the basis of calls on he
not all calls answered. This would give a more accurate indication of
length of time the caller waits to talk to an SSA representative

We recommend that the Secretary of Health and Human Services dirt

Recommendatlons to the Commuissioner of ssA to

the Secretary of Health
and Human Services + Clanfy the average wait time standard to requre that only calls on
be used 1in computing the average
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« Develop busy signal and average wait time standards for telephone calils
to miniteleservice centers, statewide units, and local offices.

« Periodically measure and evaluate service provided by ssA's telephone
answering facilities against established standards

$SA said that it would develop and compare alternatives to the present

Agency Comments average wait time standard and keep Gao informed of 1ts progress With
respect to developing standards for nonteleservice center facilities and
periodically measuring and evaluating service, $sa agreed with GAO's
recommendations Further, as a first step in implementing the recom-
mendations, 88a said it would collect data on the service currently pro-
vided by these facilities.
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Sampling and Estimation Methodology

The purpose of our test was to assess the public’s access to sSA by tele-
phone Our results are based on a nationwide telephone survey, con-
ducted May 3-31, 1985, of s8A’s telephone facilities It included (1)
teleservice centers, (2) statewide unmts, (3) miniteleservice centers, and
(4) local (distnict and branch) offices. The universe of facilities, the pri
portion of the national population served, and numbers of calls made
are presented below

Table I.1: GAQO Survey: Sample Size by
Facility Type

Approximate

percent of

u.s.
population No. of calls Percent
Facility type - No. served m_a_d_q samg
Teleservice centers B 34 490 1,991 L 4
Statewide units o 12 55 465 1

Miniteleservice centers 20 65 352

Local offices o 627 390 1236 3
Total 693 100.0 4,044 101

Sample Sizes
Statistically Reliable

We computed sample sizes (that 1s, the number of sample telephone cal
to be made) to provide statistically reliable estimates for each of the 3-
teleservice centers and the 12 statewide units. Conversely, sample size
for miniteleservice centers and local offices were sufficient for statisti
cally reliable estimates for each of these two groups as a whole, but no
for individual facilities To obtain statistically reliable estimates for
individual miniteleservice centers and local offices would have require:
the number of test telephone calls to be about four times larger,
requiring considerably more time and resources Sample sizes were
selected to assure a sampling error of no more than plus or minus 5 pe:
cent at the 95-percent level of statistical confidence for each type of
facility

Sample Design and
Estimates

We first 1dentified all telephone numbers by which the public could ca
each of ssa’s 693 facilities We then developed a matrix dividing each
workday into 15-minute intervals The intervals spanned 9-00 A M to
4 30 P M. local time at the facility to be called, thisis the official work
schedule followed by virtually all ssA regional and field offices We the
randomly assigned sample calls to the telephone numbers available an
to a time interval The call was made at any time within the interval
that a caller became available We made calls to each of the 34 teleser
vice centers, 12 statewide units, and 20 miniteleservice centers, and
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413 of the 627 local offices that were randomly selected based on our

sampling plan. We computed the estimates presented in this report by
applying appropriate weighting factors to reflect the varying sampling

ratios for each facility

Our estimates of easy-access rates and the associated samphng errors
computed at the 95-percent level of statistical confidence are presented

in tables 1.2 and I 3. That 1s, the odds are 19 out of 20 that the actual
performance n each group would be within the range resulting from

adding and subtracting the sampling error from the estimate.

Table 1.2: Easy-Access Rates and
Associated Sampling Errors, by Facility
Type

Figures represent percents of calis placed, sampling errors in parentheses

Calis on

Calls hold less

Easy- straight than 2

Facility type access rate through minutes
Teleservice centers 731 508 225
o @) 23 (20)

Statewide uruts 585 317 268
o (43) {42 42)

Miniteleservice 608 371 237
centers o 5N (C] (4 5)
Local offices 761 64 0 121
L (24) 27 (18)

Total 72.6 54.0 18.6
(1.4) (1.6) {(1.2)
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Table 1.3: Estimates of Easy-Access
Rates for Teleservice Centers

Figures represent percents of calis placed samphng errors in parentheses

6éi|51
Calls hold le
Easy- straight thar
Teleservice center ‘access rate through minut
Grand Praine - - 987(45)  950(55 174
Atlanta - O 934(63)  867(119) 267(1
St Louls N 933(63)  783(104)  150¢
Upper Darby 91770y 717014 2000
Phoenix o ) C o 915(71)  763(108) 1524
Pttsburgh - © 0 802(75) 410(123)  492¢(
Houston o 900 { ?ﬁé) 68 30118 217(1
Des Moines ) o 898(77) 559(126) 339!
KansasCity ~897(78) 690(119) 207(
New Orleans  882(82) 729(113) 153
Twin Cities - - 877 (85) 649 (177271)77 228 (1
Indianapolis o éém) 683 (118) 1831
Tampa T 8s2(95)  s00(133)  3B2(1
Portland o ‘ ~ BAT(92)  558(127)  288("
Chicago(Ny 833(94) 600(124) 2331
Detroit - ’ | 817(98) 700(116)  117¢
Seattle N ) 81 6 6(98) 33(45 7831
Los Angeles ' 4(99) 861021 153¢
Westminster T 81 3 313 (¢ 99) 810 (12 4) B 203(1
Miwaukee  810(100) 5000129y 310(1
Berkeley 787(103)  607(123) 180
Boston  776(107) 569(127) 20701
Manassas S B | 783(109)  475(127)  288(1
Golden o ’ T18(141)  436(158)  282()
Chicago (S) - 889(119)  448(128) 241
SanDego N 6BO(116)  410(123) 279
Jamaica - ©873(121)  483(129)  190¢
Cleveland  BBT7(119)  367(122)  300¢(
Ft Lauderdale 650(121)  400(124)  250¢
Buffalo o - 638(12 4) 17033 6211
Lot 492(125, 377!122) 115
Cincnmnat 417 (129) 171104) 200,
Parlin - S T2 224(10 7) 103
Jersey City T 258(113) 86(72 172
Total S T 734(21)  506( 2 3) 225
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ppendix II

7¥AO Telephone Accessibility Test Questions

1 At what rate 1s earned income taxed for Social Security purposes®
Answer 7 05 percent

2 What are the maximum earnings subject to Social Security taxes for
someone who 1s under 65 and 1s still working (for 1985)”

Answer' $39,600

3 What 1s the maximum amount of earnings that can be taxed for a self-
employed person (in 1985)?

Answer. $39,600

4 For 1985, how much must a person earn to qualify for one quarter of
coverage”

Answer' $410 per quarter

5 What 1s the earnings limitation in 1985 for a person who is 67 years
old, still works, and receives Social Security benefits?

Answer' $7,320 for an individual between 65 and 69 years of age

6 What 1s the earmings imitation in 1985 for a person who 1s 63 years
old, still works, and receives Social Security benefits?

Answer $5,400 for an individual under 65 years of age

7 Under the earnings limitation rules, does investment income count
towards the earnings threshold®

Answer No, only income earned from work counts toward hmitations

8 How long 1s the waiting pertod before disability benefits begin after a
person has been determined eligible for benefits?

Answer 5 months
9 Are survivors’ benefits subject to cost-of-hving increases?

Answer Yes.
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10 If a person continues working beyond age 65, is he/she still able
receive Medicare benefits?

Answer Yes

11 What is the monthly premium 1n 1985 for part B of Medicare?
Answer: $15 50

12 Are X-rays covered under Medicare?

Answer Yes

13 Does Medicare pay for eye examinations for eyeglasses?
Answer: No

14 Does Medicare cover the costs for routine physical examinations
Answer' No.

15 Does Medicare cover medical care received out of the U.S.?
Answer' Generally no

16. How long prior to the time of retirement should a person file an
application for benefits?

Answer 2 to 3 months.

17 When a person receiving disability benefits turns 65, does he/sr
need to reapply for retirement benefits?

Answer No, disability benefits are automatically converted to retir
ment benefits at age 65.

18 How old does a widow have to be before she can collect disabili
benefits on her dead husband’s account?

Answer- 50 years old
19 Can a person own a home and still be able to get Supplemental

Security Income”
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Answer Yes, but the house must be the person’s primary residence

20 What evidence do I need to get a Social Security number for my
child?

Answer. A birth certificate or religious record of birth or baptism

21. Can a husband and wife each get their own checks instead of a com-
bined check?

Answer Yes.

22. If a person becomes a new federal employee in 1985, 1s he/she
required to pay into Social Security?

Answer: Yes

23 Can a person’s Social Security check be deposited directly into his/
her savings account?

Answer Yes.

24 When a person reaches age 65, does he/she automatically begin to
recerve Social Security benefits if eligible?

Answer' No An apphcation must be filed to receive benefits

256. How long does a person collecting disability benefits have to wait
before being eligible for Medicare?

Answer 24 months
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SSA Service Standards for Teleservice Centers

{Source $sA Administrative Instructions Manual System)

18.01.00 Table of Contents

18 01 01 Purpose

18 01 02 Policy

18.01 03 Responsibilities

18 04 04 Public’'s Expectations

18 01.05 Level of Service Indicators and Standards

18.01 06 Attachment

A. Form s$54-947-U2-Evaluation of Interviewing Practices

18.01.01 Purpose

This instruction establishes key measures for evaluating the levels of
service provided by $sA's Teleservice Centers (TSCs) It describes the
level of service indicators and standards that will be used to evaluate
how well TSC's are fulfilling their assigned role from the public’s per-
spective It does not apply to mini-TsC's

18.01.02 Policy

The role of the TSC 15 to answer incoming telephone inquiries from the
public and to handle as many as possible to completion at the time of
call Receptioning incoming calls (i e., taking the caller’s name and tel
phone number without determining the reason for the call and then
calling back) does not meet the objective of completing the call at the
time 1t 18 received Work transferred by District Offices/Branch Offic
for processing by TSC personnel, commonly referred to as *‘downtime
workload,” may be assigned to the TsCs to allow for efficient use of pe
sonnel when they are not busy on the telephone but only to the extent
that such work does not interfere with the TsC’s basic mission of
answering telephone inquiries.

18.01.03 Responsibilities

The TSCs, Area Directors, Regional Offices and Office of Field Operati
are responsible for monitoring the level of service indicators 1If a Ts¢
performing at an unacceptable level 1n any area, local, area and regio
management will determine the cause and take remedial action to en:
the TSC to operate at an acceptable level

18.01.04 Public’s
Expectations

From the public’s perspective, the TSC's exist to answer the telephone
and provide answers to questions. Therefore, the public 1s concerned
with
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A Being able to reach the TSC by telephone

B Being able to speak to a Teleservice Representative (TSR) as soon as
possible, and

C Recewving a courteous, accurate, and complete reply.

8.01.05 Level of Service
ndicators and Standards

A The indicators that will best reflect the public's expectations of good
telephone service are

1 A measure of the rate of all trunks busy,
2. A measure of the average waiting time before reaching a TSR; and
3. A measure of the quality of TSR response

B Three levels of service have been developed to assess the TSC's
monthly performance for the rate of all trunks busy and average
waiting time indicators They are.

1 Optimal—The maximum level to which the TSC should aspire. At this
level, management should determine how further improvements can be
achieved through means other than the additional commitment of avail-
able resources. For example, diverting personnel from other TsC opera-
tions to answer telephones may not be cost-effective or desirable 1f 1t
results in slight performance gains

2 Acceptable—The range into which Tsc performance should fall on
average

3 Unacceptable—The level to which performance should not fall and at
which action must be taken to improve performance

C Performance should be assessed on a monthly basis to account for
workload fluctuations during the month. The assessment will be based
on the following indicators and standards

1 RATE OF ALL TRUNKS BUSY (aTB)

A Although busy signal data provide a truer measure of the public's
ability to reach a 8¢, the 1SC’s do not have the capability to routinely
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capture these data Since these data must be obtained from the tele-
phone company, usually at a fee, the ATB rate will be used as the per-
formance measurement

B The monthly standards for rate of all trunks busy are

Optimal 5%
Acceptable 6%-15%
Unacceptable 16%

C With some exceptions, TSC equipment provides ATB data as either t
number of times all hnes in a trunk group are busy or the percent of
time all lines 1n a trunk group are busy

D. Where the equipment gives the number of ATB's, the ATB rate 1s cal
lated by dividing the monthly number of ATB's by the total number o
imncoming calls. Where the equipment gives the percent of time ATR, tl
rate is calculated by dividing the cumulative weekly rate by the num
of weeks 1n a reporting month

E Although the acceptable range 1s 6 percent-15 percent, a consisten
monthly rate of 10 percent or higher should be viewed by manageme
as an indicator of a possible problem requiring further study

2 AVERAGE WAITING TIME

A The average waiting time 1s the length of time a caller is on hold
before being connected with a TSR Average waiting time should not
include messages explaining that the call will be monitored for qualt
assurance purposes when the length of the message directly increase
waiting time For example, the caller receives the message immediat:
upon reaching the TSC or upon being connected with a TSR. If the call:
first placed on hold because there 1s no available line, and the messa
given during this hold period, then the message time 1s not excluded
since waiting time resulted from the nonavailability of lines and not
service observation message.

B The monthly standards for average waiting time are
Optimal 20 seconds

Acceptable 21 to 119 seconds
Unacceptable 120 seconds
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C At the current time, only a few TSC's have equipment which can mea-
sure average walting time However, the specifications for all future
equipment mclude this capability

D In the interim, monthly call completion rates will be used 1n lieu of
the average waiting times The monthly call completion rate 1s the per-
cent derived by dividing the monthly number of answered calls (callers
reaching a TSR) by the total monthly number of incoming calls to the Tsc
When call completion rates are used 1n lieu of average waiting times. the
following monthly standards will be used.

Optimal 95 percent
Acceptable 83-94 percent
Unacceptable 82 percent

Therefore, if a TSC's monthly call completion rate is averaging 82 per-
cent or less, remedial action should be initiated

3 QUALITY OF 1sr RESPONSE

A The quality of a telephone response encompasses not only the tech-
nical correctness of what the TSR tells the caller but also the courtesy
and responsiveness shown by the TSR, the completeness of the interview
and the TSR's control of the mmterview The quality of a TSR's response
should be evaluated and rated unsatisfactory, satisfactory or excep-
tional using service observation of calls by TsC supervisors The written
evaluation and documentation should be recorded on Form ssa-947-12-
Evaluation of Interviewing Practices (Attachment A)

B Supervisors should consider the following elements in rating a call
satisfactory

Professional interviewing The TSR,
« Is courteous

» Controls the interview
- Tailors language to the caller’s level of understanding

« Avoids jargon
« Identifies himself/herself by name
Technical knowledge The TSR

« Gives correct information
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» Takes correct action
« Properly uses queries
« Safeguards confidential information

Information/Referral The TSR.

» Makes proper referrals to district/branch offices
+ Ehcits enough information to complete appropnate referrals

C Thas list 1s not intended to be all-inclusive Also, a muinor flaw n ti
call would not necessarily be cause for rating 1t unsatisfactory Supe
sory personnel need to use judgement 1in each individual case to dete
mine if the caller was well served and the Agency’s objective was m«

D. “Exceptional” ratings should be reserved for calls in which the T~

displayed extraordinary skill, tact, and sensitivity in handhng a diff
call

E Data reflecting TSC performance in these areas will be included on
Teleservice Center Weekly Report (YY 359). The data should be
reported 1n accordance with the mstructions contained in Chapter 5¢
of the Management Information Manual Part I1 (MIM-II).
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Appendix II
SSA Service Standards for
Teleservice Centers
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Appendix IV

Advance Comments From the Department of
Health and Human Services

ey

™

DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH & HUMAN SERVICES Office of Inspector General

aMnTn,

s

e pa

JuL 17 1986

Mr. Richard L. Fogel

Director, Human Resources
Division

U.S. General Accounting Office

Washington, D.C. 20548

Dear Mr. Fogel:

The Secretary asked that I respond to your request for the
Department's comments on your draft report, "Social
Security: Improved Phone Accessibility Needed to Better
Serve the Public." The enclosed comments represent the
tentative position of the Department and are subject to
reevaluation when the final version of this report 1is
received.

We appreciate the opportunity to comment on this draft
report before 1ts publication.

Slncqreyy yours,
\“)\/
« Llnad

Richard P. Kusserow
Inspector General

Enclosure
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Apprendix IV
Advance Comments From the Department of
Health and Human Services

THE DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES' COMMENTS ON THE
GENERAL ACCOUNTING OFFICF DRAFT RFPORT, "IMPROVED PHONE
ACCESSIBILITY NEEDED TC BETTER SERVE THE PUBLIC"

General

This report, one ¢f a series on Social Security Administration
(SSA) service to the public, discusses the results of a General
Accounting Office (GAC) nationwide test to reach SSA by tele-~
phone. To test S8SA's accessibility by telephone, GAO made 4,044
random calls i1n May 1985 to all types of SSA telephone answering
facilities, nationwide GAO recorded each call's cutcome and
classified calls answered directly, or within 2 minutes of being
put on hold, in an "easy accessibility” category. Busy signal
calls, calls on hold more than 2 minutes, disconnects, and calls
not answered after 10 rings were classified under "difficult
accessibility." Seventy-three percent of the GAO test calls were
classi1fied as easy access and 27 percent as difficult access.
Regiconal and facility variations and variations by type of
facility are treated in the report.

The auditors also noted that, while we have accessibility
standards for our teleservice centers, our other types of public

contact facilities do not have specific standards for telephone
accessibility.

We were pleased to note that, i1n the judgment of the GAO
personnel placaing the calls, more than 99 percent of our
representatives were courteous, and the vast majority provaided
accurate answers to the test questions.

GAO Recommendation

That the Secretary of Health and Human Services direct the
Comm:issioner of Sccial Security to-

-- Take steps to bring into compliance those facilities
not meeting service level standards:

Department Comment

We agree, and we will do so

GAC Recommendation

-- Revise the average walting time standard to reguire that
only calls on hold be used i1n computing the average;
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Appendix IV
Advance Comments From the Department of
Health and Human Services

Department Comment

We agree that a more precise measure of waiting time could be

desirable, but not necessarily the specific one the report

recommends. There may be other potentially more effective

alternatives; for example, waiting time pars expressed as a

percentage of calls answered within certain timeframes. We

intend to compare various alternatives to the present standard
i and will keep GAO informed of ocur progress.

GAOQ Recommendations

-- Develop busy signal and average waltlng time standards
for phone calls to mini-centers, statewide units, and
local offices; and

-- Periodically test and evaluate service provided by SSA's
telephone answering facilities against established
standards

Department Comment

We agree with GAO's recommendations. As noted by GAO, field
facilities are not currently eguipped to collect the data needed
to help establish criteria or standards of service or to measure
performance against the standards once they are in place. As a
result, we do not know 1f the same standards should apply to all
facilities - teleservice centers (TSC), field offices served by
TSC's and those not served by TSC's, for example. A first step
in implementing these recommendations must be acquisition of
equipment or services or development of other means to collect
data on our current service and to translate that information
into appropriate standards. The same data-collect:ion methods can
then measure ongoing performance.

Other Matters

The descraiption of duties and responsibilities of the Office of
Management Planning and Analys:is (OMPA} 1n the area of telephone

Now on pp 16 and 17 service (page 9 of the draft report) needs to be clarified. OMPA
! has the responsibility for conducting studies as reguired by SSA:
for example, studies of levels of service. However, policy
development and its 1mplementation remain the responsibility of
the compeonent with line authority over the facility. The Deputy
Commissioner for Operations 1s responsible for final approval and
implementation of telephone standards for field components
providing service to the public.
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Requests for copies of GAO reports should be sent to:
U.S. General Accounting Office

Post Office Box 6015

Gaithersburg, Maryland 20877

Telephone 202-275-6241

The first five copies of each report are free. Additional copies are
$2.00 each.

There 13 a 256% discount on orders for 100 or more copies mailed to a
single address.

Orders must be prepaid by cash or by check or money order made cut to
the Superintendent of Documents.
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