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GAO 
United States 
General Accounting Office 
Washington, D.C. 20648 

Human Resources Division 
B-221073 

August 6, 1986 

The Honorable Otis R Bowen, M.D. 
Secretary of Health and IIuman Services 

Dear Mr. Secretary: 

As part of our work in exammmg the productivity of the Social Security 
Admu-ustratlon’s (SSA) field offices, we reviewed SSA’S use of unit time 
(time required to produce a unit of output such as a retirement claim) to 
estimate its field office staffing needs. Office of Management and 
Budget (OMB) Circular A-l 1 requires that estimates of personnel requn-e- 
ments for measurable work loads be based on a work measurement 
system using current and realistic unit times. We found that SSA does 
develop and use unit times and works to keep them current by adjusting 
them for methods, procedures, and systems changes; however, the unit 
times could be made more efficient by changing the method of devel- 
oping them. The need for accurate unit times is presently intensified 
because of the possibility of major SSA staffing cuts SSA is facing an OMB- 

mandated staff reduction of about 17,000 positions by 1991 as well as 
the impact of budget cuts imposed by the Balanced Budget and Emer- 
gency Deficit Control Act of 1985. 

!-U’S method of developing unit times is not designed to reflect the time 
required to process work loads in the most efficient and effective 
manner. In well-designed systems, a prmcipal technique to measure 
work and establish unit times for the purpose of determining staffing 
requirements 1s through the use of engineered standards or “should 
take” time to perform a task or operation, and the time is developed 
around an efficient process. Engineered standards generally include 
methods studies, or evaluations of work processes, which are designed 
to assure and improve the efficiency and effectiveness of work actlvi- 
ties. WA, however, uses a work measurement system which is actually a 
time accounting system that provides a “does take” time to perform 
tasks. This approach accepts the time actually taken m the past year to 
process work loads as being satisfactory. This time is then adJusted to 
reflect SSA’S plans for improving methods, procedures, systems, and to 
attempt to correct prior year work load and staff imbalances. 

A particular weakness of a time accounting approach for estimating 
staffing needs is that the unit times may fluctuate mversely with the 
work load, even if the work process has not changed The unit times are 
essentially derived by dividing staff time used by the work load count 
Therefore, if staff time remains fixed and the work load goes up or 
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down, the unit times will move in the opposite direction. For example, 
the disability income claims work load decreased by about 35 percent 
from fiscal year 1979 to fiscal year 1984, and the unit time increased 
about 25 percent because staffing was not decreased proportionately In 
each of the intervening years, a different unit time was computed and 
used to determine the staffing required for processing these claims 
However, there 1s no assurance as to which, if any, of the unit times 
reflected the time required for efficiently processing a disability income 
claim. This type of unit time can result in the under- or over-estimation 
of staff needs when the times are applied to forecasted work load in the 
budgeting process For example, decreases in the volume of several 
types of work load have caused increases in their unit times; this 
resulted in SSA budgeting about 2,600 staff years more in fiscal year 
1984 for certain work loads than it would have budgeted for the same 
work loads in fiscal year 1979. 

In testimony before the Senate Appropriations Committee on SSA’S fiscal 
year 1985 budget request, the Acting Commissioner acknowledged that 
SSA’S work measurement system represents the actual time to process 
the agency’s work load. She said, however, that the agency has a consid- 
erable amount of historical data which gives it a good sense about the 
time it should take to process work loads. In addition, she said that man- 
agement spends much time physically surveying operations and that a 
group of industrial engineers look at special problem areas. She also said 
that processing times are modified in SSA’S budget projections to take 
into account systems changes and policy and procedure changes 
expected in future years. 

We believe that unit times should be based on processes which are con- 
ducted in the most efficient and effective manner not simply on histor- 
ical data. Although as noted by the Acting Commissioner management b 
does survey operations and examine special problems, a routine exami- 
nation of work processes is not built into the unit times development 
system. Such an examination would help ensure that the best work prac- 
tices are being used in developing standards. 

Objectives, Scope, and The overall objective of this review was to assess SSA’S approach to 

Methodology 
using unit times in projecting field office staff needs, as required by OMR 

Circular A-l 1 Field office staff account for about one-half of total SSA 

positions, Two basic variables are involved m projecting staff needs- 
(1) productivity measures of the time required to produce units of 
output (unit times) and (2) measures of projected work load volume. We 
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did not analyze SSA’S methods for proJectmg work load volume in this 
review. Rather, we focused on the methods used to develop unit times 
and the results of using such trmes in estimating staff needs for SIX 
major types of work loads processed in SSA field offices. 

We conducted this review in accordance with generally accepted govern- 
ment auditing standards. Our work was performed at SSA headquarters 
m Baltimore, Maryland We examined and documented the field office 
budget development process by conducting interviews with SSA mana- 
gers and their staffs and reviewing budget back-up materials, produc- 
tivity analyses, and internal SSA budget guidance. We reviewed prior 
studies conducted by outside consultants on work measurement and pro- 
ductivity data at SSA. We also mtervlewed those consultants concernmg 
SSA’S work measurement and productlvlty data. We conducted this 
review between April 1984 and November 1985 

SSA Approach to 
Establishing Unit 

SSA estimates that about 58 percent ($2 1 billion) of its $3 6 billion trust 
fund obligation for administrative expenses was spent on employee sala- 
ries and benefits m fiscal year 1984 About one-half of SSA’S auoroxl- 

Times for Staff mately 80,000 employees are located m a network of over 1,360 field 

Budgeting offices across the Nation, where they represent an important contact 
point with the federal government for a large share of the population 
The other half of SSA’S employees are primarily located at SSA headquar- 
ters, at 10 regional offices, and at 6 program service centers 

As the scope of social security programs has broadened, they have 
become mcreasmgly complicated due to (1) the addition of maJor new 
benefit categories with differing ehglbihty requirements, (2) increased 
complexities m benefit computations, and (3) the adoption of provlslons 
which extended coverage to various occupational groups. SSA’S dynamic b 
work environment complicates efforts to proJect work loads and deter- 
mine the amount and type of staff resources required to perform its 
work. 

As noted above, OMH Cn-cular A-l 1 requu-es that staffing needs be based 
on a work measurement system using current and realistic umt times. 
These trmes should be used to the maximum extent practicable. There 
are many techniques for developing unit times Most techniques use 
some form of work measurement, which is the collectron and analysis of 
data on staff hours and output by work units Some times are more pre- 
cise than others because they use industrial engineering techniques, 
such as time study, work sampling, standard data, and predetermined 
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time systems, for formally analyzing and measuring the elements of par- 
ticular Jobs. Engineered unit times or standards are based on specified, 
efficient methods of performing job elements Other urut times, such as 
nonengineered times, are less reliable. These times are developed using 
any of the time measurement techniques listed above, but they pri- 
marily rely on managerial judgment, professional or technical expertise, 
and statistical analysis of past performance. Further, nonengmeered 
unit times often are based on methods of performing job elements which 
may not have been analyzed to assure that they are efficient. 

Due to the measurable nature of its high volume and repetitive work 
load, SSA has a long history of developing work-load-based staff needs 
projections. Work measurement systems exist in all of WA’S major oper- 
ating components, and 90 percent of SSA staff-year requirements are 
determined through work load and work measurement analysis 

SA uses work sampling procedures to annually compute nonengineered 
unit times for its field operations The development of unit times based 
on work sampling procedures is a common work measurement tech- 
nique, especially m activities which are difficult or costly to measure. 
SSA’S work sampling effort, requiring about one-half hour per week of 
one person’s time at each office, is conducted at all 1,300 field offices. 
This individual makes random, spot-check observations to determine the 
type of work in which each employee observed is involved The sam- 
pling process assumes that a limited number of random observations 
will provide statistically prOJf!Ctabk data that will accurately represent 
the entire universe. We considered SSA’S unit times to be nonengineered 
because the agency does not examine the process being measured to 
assure that efficient procedures are being followed during the measure- 
ment period. Instead, SSA relies on subsequent aclmstments to reflect 
plans to improve methods, procedures, systems, and to correct for esti- b 

mated prior year work load and staff imbalances. 

The work sampling data is used in conjunction with work load volume 
information and payroll accounting reports showing total hours worked 
to develop unit times for various work load categories. The times 
become the basis for staff budgeting purposes. The followmg simplified 
example illustrates the process. First, if out of 1,000 observations, 
sample takers note that 100 observations related to processing retire- 
ment and survivors insurance (RSI) applications, then it is assumed that 
10 percent of all staff hours worked involves processing RSI applications. 
Second, assuming payroll accounting reports show that 8,000 staff 
hours were worked during the week, then 10 percent, or 800 hours, is 
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attributed to RSI applications. Third, if work load data indicate that 400 
1~1 applications were processed, then the unit time for such work would 
be 2.0 hours per RSI application (800 hours f 400 RSI applications). 
Fourth, this time is then applied against proJected work loads for the 
budget period to justify staff needs. For example, if 10,000 claims are 
expected to be filed in the budget year, then the basic staff needs projec- 
tion would be 10,000 claims x 2.0 hours per claim, or 20,000 staff hours. 
Fifth, the resulting staff needs estimate is adjusted annually for antici- 
pated changes in work complexity. These changes generally result from 
changes in such factors as population characteristics, SSA policies, legis- 
lation, processing technology, and court decisions. 

In effect, the unit time system is a work time accounting system which 
apportions time actually worked rather than determmmg how much 
time should reahstically be required to perform various types of work 
efficiently This permits unit times contau-ung possible work processing 
mefficiencies to form the basis for future staffing estimates. 

Impact of Updating As stated earlier, a particular characteristic of unit times based on time 

Unit Times Based on 
accounting systems is that they tend to change inversely with work load 
when they are updated using the time accounting data IJnder this type 

Time Accounting Data of system, the principle of “Parkmson’s Law”-work expands or con- 
tracts m order to fill the time available for its completion-leads to allo- 
cating more time to complete a task when work load volume declmes 
and, conversely, to allocatmg less time to complete a task when work 
load Increases. Appendix I shows for SIX maJor types of work loads how 
the unit times have generally moved inversely to work load for 5 years. 

Although Appendix I demonstrates the general inverse relationship 
between SSA’S work load and unit times for six major types of work 
loads, we found that only part of the changes to the unit times resulted 
from work load and work complexity changes. For example, computer- 
izing parts of the process may result in reducing the staff time required 
for completing certain claims. SSA attempts to estimate the staff time 
effects of such changes and appropriately adJust the staff time allo- 
cated. By doing so, such complexity changes are automatically mcorpo- 
rated into the next year’s unit times. According to SSA budget 
documents, the time required to process a supplemental security income 
(SSI) aged claim increased from 5.97 hours m fiscal year 1980 to 7 44 
hours in fiscal year 1981 and to 8.80 hours m fiscal year 1982-an 
increase of 2 83 hours per claim in 2 years The budget documents 
record adjustments for complexity and work load changes which 
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accounted for only 1.67 of the 2.83 hours per claim increase. SSA’S 
budget documents do not explain the difference between the mcreascd 
1.67 hours needed for these changes and the total increase of 2 83 hours 
per SSI aged claim. The difference of 1.16 hours per claim (2 83 - 1.67) is 
termed an “unexplamed productivity” adjustment 

The adjustment for unexplained productivity is used durmg the budget 
monitoring process to record unexplained differences between the total 
staff years used from year to year. The unexplained productivity 
aci)ustment is a budget balancing tool which, in part, identifies staff dif- 
ferences which cannot be explained through admstments for work load 
mix, program substance, processing methods, or variations in work load 
volume. For example, in the fiscal year 1985 budget formulation pro- 
cess, a comparison was made between the fiscal year 1983 and 1982 
actual staff usage. In fiscal year 1982, the unexplained productivity 
adjustment was +1,139 staff years. In fiscal year 1983, the adjustment 
was -616 staff years. 

The size of the unexplained productivity adjustment can be affected by 
changes that occurred after the staff needs were developed and can also 
result from poor estimates m the four adjustment categories cited above. 
More importantly, it can conceal the extra staff time used per claim 
simply due to falling work load. It also can conceal short-cuts taken that 
may adversely affect claim processing quality when work load 
increases. 

The unexplained productivity adjustments are largely time accounting 
adjustments that cover unit times maccuracies. The previous demonstra- 
tion of the inverse relationship between work load and unit times sub- 
stantiates our position This adjustment is a measurement of inaccuracy 
in the unit times. b 

Potential Effects of 
Inaccurate Unit Times on 
Budget Estimates 

We estimated the potential effects of time accounting based unit times 
on !%A field staff budgets. To do so, we developed new unit times for 
selected maJor %A field office work loads. Our estimates of SSA unit 
times used SSA’S fiscal year 1979 unit times as a base, and we adjusted 
the 1979 times for s&documented complexity changes. IJsing this pro- 
cess, we obtained a new unit time for each year through fiscal 1984. The 
unit times were not adjusted for the unexplained productivity category 
because we believe that this adJustment is largely an effect of time 
accounting and not appropriate. 
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By applying adJusted unit times applicable to each year to the proJected 
work loads for each of the subsequent years, we developed our estimate 
of field staff requirements. We then compared SSA’S staff-year estimates 
from fiscal years 1979 to 1984 with our estimate of staff-year needs. 

Appendix II shows that in fiscal year 1984 SSA estimated it needed about 
2,500 more staff years to accomplish its work for certain work loads 
than we estimated using the admsted base year unit times. This differ- 
ence is attributable to SSA’S use of does take unit times which allow more 
time to accomplish less work and mcorporate work mefficiencies into 
processing procedures from year to year. We realize the difference m 
staff-year estimates may not be indicative of overstaffing in SSA for the 
work loads examined because we did not independently conduct an engi- 
neered study to determine what the unit times should have been and we 
do not know the appropriateness of the fiscal year 1979 staff-year esti- 
mates As discussed below, we noted that ss~ does attempt to correct 
imbalances between work on hand and the number of employees in place 
by adjusting its annual staff budget For example, SSA’S budget Justifica- 
tion for fiscal year 1987 included savings of 966 work years in 1986 and 
1,315 work years in fiscal year 1987 to correct prior year staff imbal- 
ances. We believe, however, that our work demonstrates the magnitude 
of potential inaccuracies SSA is faced with using its present time 
accounting system for developing and maintaining unit times. 

Time Required for IJmt times, whether they are engineered standards or does take unit 

Inefficient Practices Is 
times, should realistically reflect the time required to efficiently process 

Included in SSA’s Unit 
claims. Ilowever, WA’S work measurement system does not differentiate 
between efficient and inefficient processes The time required to process 

Times claims is obtained from all SSA offices, despite the fact that some offices 
are more efficient than others. . 

The significance of inefficiencies m some offices was demonstrated by 
our recent report on productivity m the Atlanta region’s field offices, 
Improving Operating and Staffing Practices Can Increase Productivity 
and Reduce Costs in SSA’S Atlanta Regw (GAO/GGD-85-85, Sept 11, 
1985) The report pointed out that operating practices used m many 
offices were inefficient or unnecessary. These inefficient practices con- 
tributed to a wide variation in productivity. For example, some offices 
processed over 50 percent more work load per person than the average 
office, and nearly twice the work load per person as some of the lower 
producers. Yet, the time to process claims at the lower producers was 
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used for estabhshmg unit times on the same basis as the time of the 
more efficient offices 

Conclusions SSA’S work measurement system is m effect a time accounting system 
which uses does take time adjusted for past work load and staff imbal- 
ances, and planned changes in methods, procedures, and systems to estl- 
mate staff needs to perform its work. This system has resulted m 
allowing a fairly level staffing over the past several years, even though 
work load volume has generally declined. Increased unit times have 
resulted in developing field office staff-year estimates of doubtful 
validity. A more realistic and meaningful technique for developing 
staffing requirements would be through the use of engineered time stan- 
dards or should take time. We recognize that refined engineered stan- 
dards may be costly and difficult to establish and maintam, however, 
SSA needs to establish standards that more nearly approximate should 
take standards. Such standards should be developed m coryunction with 
methods studies designed to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of 
work activities. This improvement will be especially important in light 
of SSA’S proposed staff reductions and the impact of budget cuts imposed 
by the Balanced Budget and Emergency Deficit Control Act of 1985 

Recommendation We recommend that the Secretary of Health and Human Services direct 
that the Commissioner of Social Security develop engineered time stan- 
dards on a pilot basis in selected field offices to determine the feasibility 
and cost effectiveness of using such standards on a wider basis 

agreed that, theoretically, the idea of using engmeered standards has 
merit. DHHS further indicated that ss~ management has not precluded 
consideration of their use at some time m the future. However, DIIHS said 
that the,establishment of engineered standards, even on a pilot basis, 
would be presently undesirable and untimely. Accordmg to DHIIS, field 
office processes are in a state of rapid change due to the time-phased 
development, testing, and national implementation of a modernized 
highly automated process for SSA’S field offices and processing centers. 
DHHS also indicated that engineered standards are costly and time con- 
suming to establish and, once established, must be maintained and 
updated contmually. DHIW also said that the establishment of engineered 
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standards for all field office locations may not be feasible or practical 
DHHY said that once HA’S modernized claims process has been fully 
developed and put in place nationwide, the undertaking of a pilot study 
could be explored. It said the pilot study would aid m developing a guide 
and in obtaining practical experience for setting engineered standards m 
SA and determining their practical utility. 

We recognize the major impact of SSA'S modernized claims process on 
field office operations and agree that it would be practical to complete 
the implementation of this process before establishing engineered time 
standards for field staff budgeting purposes As a part of planning and 
designing of the modernized claims process, however, we believe SSA 

should begin planning a pilot test and taking the appropriate first step, 
such as collectmg should take time on parts of the process unaffected by 
modernization. This would facilitate the integration of any improved 
unit times into the process. 

DIIIW suggested certain revisions to our draft report to better describe 
SSA’S staff budgeting system presently m use and we have made revi- 
sions where appropriate. DHHS preferred to characterize its present mea- 
surement system as using “unit times” rather than “time standards.” We 
have made changes to comply with this preference. DHIIS also said that 
our assertion that SSA uses does take time to proJect resource needs was 
misleading. According to DIIHS, SSA’S work measurement system is a type 
of accounting system and is expected to produce data based on actual 
experience, or does take data. The budgeting system uses the work mea- 
surement system as one of its sources which produces estimates of staff 
needs. We have made changes in the report to indicate that SSA estimates 
its staff needs using the does take time and then ad,msts this time to 
reflect SSA'S plans for improving methods, procedures, systems, and to 
attempt to correct prior year work load and staff imbalances. b 

DlllIS also said that SSA does not automatically accept does take time as 
should take time. Does take time, according to DHHS, is used only as a 
starting point and is adjusted to consider projected changes in produc- 
tion rates based on planned management, procedural, and systems 
improvements If an imbalance between work on hand and the number 
of employees in place is identified during the analysis of base year 
actual performance, SSA budgets to correct the imbalance. DIIHS cited 
projected savings of 2,206 work years in fiscal year 1986 and 2,046 
work years in fiscal year 1987 which are directly related to SSA'S plans 
for improving methods, procedures, and systems. IMIIS further explained 
that SSA'S present budget includes savings of 966 work years in fiscal 
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year 1986 and 1,315 work years in fiscal year 1987 to correct work load 
employment imbalances which occurred m prior years. While such 
adjustments are appropriate and should be made, this process results m 
a subjectively adjusted estimate of staff needs based on what happened 
in the prior years. We continue to believe that a more precise time esti- 
mating system should be explored. 

We appreciate the cooperation extended us during our review. As you 
know, 31 USC. 720 requires the head of a federal agency to submit a 
written statement on actions taken on our recommendations to the 
Senate Committee on Governmental Affairs and the House Committee 
on Government Operations not later than 60 days after the date of the 
report and to the House and Senate Committees on Appropriations with 
the agency’s first request for appropriations made more than 60 days 
after the date of the report. Copies of this report are being sent to the 
cognizant congressional committees; the Commissioner of Social 
Security; the Office of Inspector General, DHHS; and ss~‘s Office of 
Assessment. 

Sincerely yours, 

Richard L. Fogel 
Director 

Page 10 GAO/GGD-9&90 Social Security 



Page 11 GAO/GGD-W90 So&l Security 



Contents 

Letter 

Appendix I 
Comparison of Changes 
in Work Load Volume 
to Changes in Unit 
Times 

Appendix II 
Comparison of SSA 
Staff-Year Estimates 
With GAO Estimates 

Appendix III 
Comments From 

16 

Department of Health 
and Human Services 
Dated May 15,1986 

Tqble 

Figure 

Table II. 1: Comparison of SSA Staff-Year Estimates With 
GAO Estimates 

Figure 1.1: Comparison of Changes in Work Load Volume 
to Changes in Unit Times 

Abbreviations 

DIMS Department of Health and Human Services 
OMH Office of Management and Budget 
WI Retirement and Survivors Insurance 
SSA Social Security Administration 
WI Supplemental Security Income 

Page 12 GAO/GGD-W90 Social Security 



Page 13 GAO/GGDf3&90 Sorlal Security 



Comparison of Changes in Work Load Volume 
to Changes in Unit Times 

Figure 1.1: Comparison of Changes in Work Load Volume to Changes m Umt Times 
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tble 11.1: Comparison of SSA Staff-Year Estimates With GAO Estimates 
aff years 

1979 1980 

SA 43,306 43,420 

A0 43,386 42,347 

lfference -O- 1,073 

Flacal Year 
1981 1982 1983 

42,979 43,037 42,066 - 
40,985 40,451 39,933 

1,994 ----7-- 2,133 

1984 __- 
42,773 

40,236 

2,537 
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Comments From Department of Health and 
Human Services Dated May 15,1986 

DEPARTMENTOF HLALTH 61 HUMAN SEhr IC ES Otke 01 lr~rpec~of Genefe~ 

We8hlngton.oC 20201 

Hr. Richard L. Fogel 
Director, Buman Resources 

Division 
United States General 

Accounting Office 
Washington, D.C. 20548 

Dear Mr. Pogelr 

The Secretary asked that I respond to your request for the 
Department's comments on your draft report, .Improvements in 
the Development and Maintenance of Time Standards Are Needed 
To Assure Reliable Field Office Staff Budget Estimates.w 
The enclosed comments represent the tentative position of 
the Department and are subject to reevaluation when the 
final version of this report is received. 

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

Sincerely yours, 

Richard P. Kusserow 
Inspector General 

Enclosure 
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THE DEPARTHEN? OF HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES’ COMMENTS ON THE GENERAL 

OWICE STAFF BUDCET ESTIMATES” 

Gencr81 

The findings in the General Accounting Office (GAO) draft report can 
be l umariced as follows: 

-- The Social Security Administration (SSA) does not set uniform 
national atandarda for proceasing field office workloads. 

-- SSA budgets for field offices by simply aaaumlng the amount of 
reI)ourcea used to process base year workloads represents 
optimal performance (i.e. “DUES TAKE a SHOULD TAKE”). 

It is 8ccurate to say that SSA does not budget baaed on uniform 
engineered standards. However, SSA does not accept “does take” as 
“should take’. 

A more accurate, simplified description of what SSA does follows: 

(1) Analyzes bate year actual performance -- i.e., “DOES TAKE” -- 
only as a starting point. 

(2) Projects changes in production rates based on planned 
awagement, procedural and systems improvements. (GAO 
acknowledges this late in the report. However, by then the 
rrader already has been influenced up front by GAO’s assertion 
that SSA’a approach “aCCtPt5 the time actually taken in the 
part year to proceaa workloads as artiafactory and aaaumea 
that the moat efficient methods and procedures are being uaed 
to complete work.w) The budget presently before the Congress 
actually projects savings of 2,206 workyears in FY 1986 and 
2,046 workyears in FY 1987 which art directly related to SSA’a 
plans for improving methods, procedures and systems. The 
aanpoutr analysis portion of SSA’a budget justification to the 
Congrcea (pages 183-193) addresses SSA’s workload/productivity 
8nalyai8, including these projections. 

(3) If an ietalance between work on hand and the number of 
employers in place la identified during the analysis of base 
year actual performance, SSA budgets to correct the Imbalance 
rather than accept “does take” as “should take.” A good 
example of this la found on pages 189-190 of the SSA budget 
justification now before the Congress. It explains that SSA’s 
budget includes aavingr of 966 workyears in 1986 and 1,315 
workyeara in 1987 to correct workload/employment Imbalances 
which occurred in the 1984-1985 base period mainly because a 
moratorium on the processing of continuing disability reviews 
depressed workloads even though SSA already had in place the 
oomplement of tmployeea needed to handle them. Imbalances 
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such aa this will show up In SSl’a analyala of the base an 
productivity loasca which cannot be explained by changes in 
work processes or in the nature of the workload itself. The 
practice of not routinely accepting such ~unexplainedW lost 
productivity in the base when projecting future year 
requirements la a traditional position taken by SSA financial 
managers and applied equitably to all operating component8 of 
SSA . 

GAO Recommendation 

That the Secretary of Health and Human Services (HHS) direct that the 
Acting Commissioner of Social Security modify SSA’a system of 
developing time standards for field office budgeting. In order to 
determine the feasibility and coat effectiveness of using engineered 
time standards, it would be beneficial to develop such standards on a 
pilot basis In selected field offices before implementing the system 
in all field offices. 

HHS Comment 

It is correct that SSA has not established formal, uniform engineered 
standards for the processing of field workloads. On the other hand, 
SSA management has not dogmatically precluded consideration of their 
use at some time in the future. However , at present, the eatablish- 
ment of engineered standards, even on a pilot basis, would be 
undesirable and untimely. Field uork processes are In a state of 
rapid change due to the time-phased development, testing and national 
implementation of a modernized highly automated process for SSA’s 13OC 
field offices and 8 processing centers. 

Theoretically, the idea of using engineered standards for measurement 
of how actual productivity compares to an ideal has merit. However, 
there are practical drawbacks to the comprehensive use of engineered 
standards. They are costly and time-consuming to establish, and once 
eatab?iShed must be maintained and updated continually. Also, in 
industry there is no such thing as a universal engineered standard. 
Usually , engineered standards are developed for each location. This 
would not be feasible for 1,300 field offices, and perhaps not 
practical even for the field offices according to the ten standard 
Federal Regional boundaries. 

Once SSA’s modernized claims process has been fully developed and put 
in place nationwide, the undertaking of a pilot study as recommended 
by GAO could be explored with a view touard developing a benchmark or 
guide for field managers to compare to their own operations. A 
secondary bedeflt would be obtaining experience In setting engineered 
standards in SSA and determining their practical utility. 
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Appendix III 
- 

Commente From Department of Health and 
Human Services Dated May 15,1986 

OTHER WATTERS 

-- GAO uses the terminology “time atandardsw throughout its report. 
We recommend that the term be revised to “unit time,” and further 
clarified a8 nactual unit time" or “budgeted unit time.” This 1 

clarification is particularly important wherever GAO cites actual 
past year unit times, since SSA does not routinely establish one 
year’s actual experience at the next year’s natandard.W For 
example, the following table compares actual FY 1985 unit times 
(ln minutes) for selected field workloads with estimates for FY 
1986 and FY 1987 which underlie the 1987 budget request now before 
the Congress : 

1985 1986 1907 
Actua 1 Estimate Estimate 

RSI Claima................ 187.4 186.8 180.6 
Diaabllity Claims..,....,. 286.9 250.4 271.3 
SSI Redetermlnatlona...... 116.1 88.9 79.1 
SSN ~intenance...,...,... 11.7 11.4 11.4 

-- CIAO critlclzea SSA’s work measurement system as being “in effect a 
time accounting system which uaea “does take” time to estimate 
staff needs to perform its work.” As previously demonstrated, the 
assertion that SSA uses “does take n time to project resource needs 
is misleading. The above criticism of the work measurement system 
alro is lnapproprlate for another reason. The work measurement 
ayatrm is not a budgeting system. It is a type of accounting 
Ilyatem, and like any accounting system is expected to produce data 
on actual experience; i.e., “does take” data. It Is the budgeting 
system, using the work measurement system as one of its sources I 
for actual base year data, which produces estimates of staff 
needs. 

The work BeaNIrement system al80 is used by SSA as a source of 
actual data for its Workload Analysis Report (WAR) which compares 
~OtU~l performance (workloads processed) against budget targets. 
A copy of the final WAR for FY 1985 has been provided to your 
staff, 
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