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The Honorable Lawton Chiles, Chairman 
Subcommittee on Labor, Health and 

Human Services, and Education 
Committee on Appropriations 
United States Senate 

The Honorable William H. Natcher, Chairman 
Subcommittee on Labor, Health and 

Human Services, and Education 
Committee on Appropriations 
House of Representatives 

This briefing report presents the final results1 of our November 
1986 nationwide survey of client satisfaction with the quality 
of service provided by the Social Security Administration (SSA) 
and compares the results with a similar survey we conducted 2 
years earlier. The 1986 survey was made because your offices 
expressed concern about SSA service during implementation of the 
agency's plan-- announced in January 1985--to reduce staff by 
17,000 full-time equivalent positions through fiscal year 1990. 
Staff was reduced by about 4,500 full-time equivalent positions 
between the two surveys. 

Comparing the results of the two surveys (using the same 
questionnaire for both) shows that clients rated the overall 
quality of service in 1986 about the same as or better than the 
service provided in 1984. Notably, no specific service aspects 
were rated significantly lower by 1986 respondents in comparison 
with 1984 respondents, and a number of service aspects were 
rated higher. Several of the questions that drew more favorable 
responses in 1986 represent statistically significant 
differences, indicating that 1986 respondents are more satisfied 
with some aspects of service than their 1984 counterparts. 
Appendix I indicates where differences in clients' responses 
were statistically significant at the go-percent confidence 
level or higher. This means that the changes in 1986 represent 
more than the expected variation normally resulting from random 
sampling. 

lpreliminary results from selected aspects of our survey were 
furnished to your Committees as part of our report, Social 
Security: Staff Reductions and Service Quality (GAO'/HRD-87-66, 
Mar. 10, 1987). 



B-226484 

In 1986, about 81 percent of clients rated SSA service as "good" 
to "very good," whereas about 78 percent rated SSA service 
similarly in 1984. Likewise, about 54 percent of the clients 
said that service in 1986 was "somewhat better" or "much better" 
than the service received from other government agencies. This 
figure is up from the 51 percent who held this view in 1984 and 
is a statistically significant difference. 

In contrast, only about 6 percent of 1986 respondents considered 
SSA service as "poor" to "very poor" compared with 7 percent in 
1984. Because SSA makes monthly payments to about 42 million 
beneficiaries and recipients, however, a relatively small 
percentage of dissatisfied clients can translate into a large 
problem. Observations with respect to a number of specific 
service aspects follow. 

. 
MAIL FROM SSA 

Respondents in 1986 had fewer problems with SSA mail than the 
1984 respondents. For example, 77 percent of 1986 respondents 
said that SSA mail was "generally easy" to "very easy" to 
understand, which was about 10 percent higher than clients 
surveyed in 1984. The percentage of 1986 respondents who rated 
SSA mail as "generally difficult" to "very difficult" to 
understand decreased from 18 percent of 1984 respondents to 11 
percent of 1986 respondents. These differences are 
statistically significant. 

The changing perceptions of the understandability of SSA mail 
may be partly attributable to SSA's Clear Notice Project, 
was aimed at improving the clarity of SSA notices sent to 
public. The project, initiated in 1984, produced changes 
language and format of various notices that, in our view, 
improved their clarity. 

Although clients in 1986 perceived SSA mail to be less of 

which 
the 
in the 

a 
problem, about 46 percent of clients responding still indicated 
that they contacted SSA for explanations of their mail. This 
may be because clients receive some mail from SSA that is 
generally understandable but still requires some explanation of 
its contents. 

VISITS TO SSA 

Respondents in 1986 viewed SSA employees more favorably during 
visits to field offices than the 1984 respondents. For example, 
77 percent of the 1986 respondents indicated that SSA had done a 
"good" to "very good" job in handling their business compared 
with 73 percent in 1984. In addition, about 4 percent believed 

2 
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that programs and rules were not explained clearly by employees, 
which was 2 percent lower than the 1984 respondents. These 
differences are statistically significant. 

Respondents in 1986 indicated that they spent less time waiting 
for service at SSA field offices than did the 1984 respondents. 
For example, 39 percent of 1986 respondents said that they 
waited less than 15 minutes for service, whereas 34 percent of 
1984 respondents said this. Although the 1986 respondents 
indicated their waiting time in SSA field offices was less than 
1984 respondents, about 30 percent still waited 30 or more 
minutes for service. However, such waiting times for some 
clients may not be unreasonable considering that about 52 
percent of clients sampled visited the office between 9:00 and 
11:OO a.m. 

PHONE CALLS TO SSA 

Respondents in 1986 perceived a slight improvement in 
accessibility to SSA by phone. For example, about 50 percent of 
1986 respondents were successful in reaching SSA by phone on the 
first try, which was about 3 percent higher than the first-try 
success rate of the 1984 respondents. The difference is 
statistically significant. However, the current survey results 
indicate that about one in four respondents still had to call 
SSA three or more times before getting through. 

CLIENT COMMENTS 

Our survey questionnaire offered respondents the opportunity to 
provide any comments they wished to make. Of the 1,345 
respondents in 1986, 167 added positive written comments, in 
most cases, complimenting the overall quality of SSA service in 
general or the quality of service at a particular field office: 
207 added negative written comments. The complaints, which 
parallel the 1984 complaints, mainly cited factors that are not 
a reflection of SSA service, such as unfavorable eligibility 
decisions and insufficient benefits for necessities. 

STATUS OF SSA ACTION ON PRIOR 
GAO RECOMMENDATION 

In our January 1986 report (Social Security: Quality of Service 
Generally Rated High by Clients Sampled, GAO/HRD-86-8, Jan. 30, 
19861, we recommended that SSA periodically survey client 
satisfaction with the quality of SSA service and advise the 
Congress of the results. SSA agreed with our recommendation and 
decided that the initial survey should be conducted by an 
independent contractor. On April 2, 1987, SSA issued a Request 
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for Proposal, soliciting bids for making the survey. In 
addition to its main purpose, the survey will gather information 
to gauge clients' future service needs and expectations. SSA 
expects data from this survey to be available in the summer of 
1988. In May 1987, the SSA Commissioner also requested that the 
Office of the Inspector General (OIG), Department of Health and 
Human Services, obtain client perceptions of SSA service and 
report by mid-August 1987. OIG has agreed to make the survey 
and plans to use the same questionnaire we used in our surveys. 

Measuring client satisfaction through independent evaluations is 
important to keep the Congress abreast of the public's views of 
SSA service. With over half of the planned staff reductions yet 
to be achieved, periodic monitoring of the public's views should 
be helpful in assessing any changes in SSA service as such 
reductions continue. 

The results of our November 1984 survey were discussed in our 
January 1986 report. That report contains a copy of our 
questionnaire, background information, and a detailed 
description of the objectives, scope, and methodology of the 
nationwide survey. It also describes other SSA services and 
measures of performance that were excluded from the 1984 survey 
and that we have also excluded from the 1986 survey. The 
methodology for our 1986 survey was identical to that for the 
1984 survey and is discussed in appendix IV of this report. 
Appendixes I to III provide detailed information on clients' 
responses. 

As requested by your offices, we did not obtain agency comments 
on this report. In addition, as agreed, we plan to send copies 
of this report to the Commissioner of Social Security and 
interested Senate and House Committees: we will make copies 
available to others on request. 

Should you desire additional information about the matters 
discussed in this report, please call me on 275-6193. 

&-Q-9%7-. La -- z’ t 
Joseph F. Delfico if-- 
Senior Associate Director 
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APPENDIX I APPENDIX I 

-mperwntagrete 

ByStatusa 

DisabledNaw3isabled 
1943ab-86 19%4&S GM-86 1984G6 1984-e 

PartI:~toand~~~~ty 
1. Hsveycueverwrit~toss~ 

Yes (CrxlW) 27 24* 29 23 21 24 33 28 29 22 
N3 kzkipto(r=3) 73 76 71 77 79 76 67 72 71 78 

2. ffytzdla~writ~toss, 
alzxxltm~tirrresin 
allhweycuwri.tbm? 
1titW 33 2@ 35 26 22 34 36 24 32 22 
ztirmm 2530 2530 2930 18 28 29 32 
3+zitlm 16 13 16 15 15 09 14 10 17 17 
Mm?fhul3t.im?s 26 29 25 29 33 27 32 38 23 29 

3. ofmlss clcntacts pfxple 
Icy~togi~orask5m: 
-. . E[avepeVer 
rSC#?idmail,othn?rthan 
akmefitchdci~f, 
fhXkSS3 
Yes (ocntineoe) 76 74 75 73 80 90 79 82 75 71 
MO hlk.@toQ8) 24 26 25 27 20 20 21 18 25 29 

4.In9Exmral,ist3‘E3~ 
yar'~receiveii~ss 
writtminalampacpthat 
ya;lCWlread? 
Y4M 88 93 8894 88 91 85 94 &8 93 
J!l3 12 07* 12 06 12 09 15 OS 12 07 
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IbxMbers are per- 

Qwzsticn 
w FFF=ml By status1 

CRSDI SSI Disabled Nrmrlisabld 
1%4-&i mM-86 1984-S lS34-86 

5.Incjcmeral,ky)w@asyor 
difficult to u-&x- is 
themilp'wzreaeived 
franss? 
V3TyeaSyti~S.W 25 31" 25 32 25 28 25 27 24 32 
(3rkerallyeac;ytourderstand 42 46 43 47 38 44 3848 44% 
WMmr easy rrx difficult 

to l.Bderstand 15 12* 14 12 16 11 17 15 14 11 
Gemrally difficult to 

Lnderstand 12 m* 12 06 14 12 15 05 11 a3 
L.&y difficult to u-dexsti 06 03* 06 03 07 05 06 05 07 03 

6.Ji3ave~;ou~acntacted, 
artJxm$itabcllrtanta&iq 
sstoftioutw;hattk 
mailp'dreceived fran 
them meant? 
Ye, 1'vemtactedthem 49 % %44 58 52 58 51 % 47 
Yes, I've thxjht abut 

it, lx-k haven't ox- 
tactedthem 0809 0808 a3 11 10 11 07 07 

ND, Ihaverl'taxltacted, 
ortJn.@tabauta3n- 
tactincjthem 43 45 4648 34 37 33 39 47 46 

7.J!%wepwer~~d, 
cxtbxqhtab=xrtam- 
la&w either family or 
friendstoaskthemwhat 
themilp'dreuzived 
fran s meant? 
Yes, I'veaxkact~them 32 29 28 25 45 44 31 30 29 24 
Yes, I'vetl-rxjhtal=art it, 
m havm't antacted 

0604 05 03 06 c6 06 01 060-d 
IQ Ihavm'ta=a?taJzted, 
or tbujht abmt an- 
tact* tzhm 62 67 66 72 49 50 63 69 65 72 
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Numbers are pe.rcentages 
By statusa 

Qxz3ticn OJC?.hLl DisabledWndisabled 
1984-86 1984-86 1984-86 1984-86 Km-86 

Rrt II: Visits to the Social SecLnity Office 
8. Have p ever visited 

an SS off&? 
Yes ('xntinue) 
Nj (skip to Q 22) 

9.Abxlthrrwmytimes 
inallhaveym 
visited an SS office? 
1tim 
2times 
3 times 
bWethan3tims 

91 90 91 89 91 92 91 92 908% 
09 10 0911 0908 0908 10 12 

15 16 17 18 09 09 08 09 16 17 
22 21 24 23 15 14 21 13 23 24 , 
21 20 22 19 18 22 18 19 25 19 
43 43 3840 58 55 53 59 36 40 

10. Abut lxw lcq x$ 
did you last visit 
ths S!S office? 
wi.thinthelast3Itm&ls 3936 36 32 51 51 30 25 29 26 
At1east3but1ess 
than6nmthsarp 18 19 17 19 20 19 12 23 16 17 

Atleast6butless 
than9IIKxr-lths~ 08 10 ml0 0809 10 11 10 12 

At1east9but1ess 
thanl2ltmths~ 06 05 0605 05 05 14 07 04 05 

lS!mmltkLsagoormxe 29 30 33 34 16 16 34 33 41 40 

-berefits 2674 29 71 3268 3565 a392 0793 0793 0694 3664 4.59 
?hfil&acl.aimfi=or 
dis&ili.tybm&ts 2377 2383 20801684 3169 3565 4654 3370 cB92039l 

%ufiledacMmfm 
swxb-slxr&its I.6841585 1981 1783 06% 0793 u39lMB 2575 2083 

Ufil&aclahti 
SSIbsnrjrits 1981 22jy18* of392 IL89 53476237 I.283 I.287 05950991 

Jfxmskdfcrkelp 
c?zmmiq- I387 l585* IL89 1486 l98l2om I.2881783 lo9Ol288 
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F&tII:tisitstntlxl3xzial~ity~i~ 
11. lzst&beLcwarese;nzdl 

-Warn 
micjhtvisittkEtScxEfic32. 
--ornot 
yxxh3tvisithxl 
,533esqtidowiti&. Y?s I!b Y&N, Yes N, Yes N3 x?sbb' 
XuasbdaSxrrta 
nAi.oecxcAhxmail 
yx'dqttenf%xnS 30702773 30702674 33 70 33 67 39 61 41 59 3169 24 76, 

XurrkXkdSofa 
t-l?mEar-drnqe 22 78 25 75" 21 79 24 76 2872 3169 23 74 3268 23782674 

ssT3d935ptoatrtact 
27 73 25 75 2278 2383 43 57 43 57 36 65 2872 1981 19 8-l 

xYJvisiWtkr!offi~ 
tisclnecklxrreesan am 2278 2083 2377 2179 21.79 2476 2872 1981 2476 

12. ztmt td-xit ti.msdidp 
gst~th2SEcdfi.~ 
W&P 
Bitfrare 9 a.m.* 
it OpaEd l3l.l I3 10 13 15 20 16 10 CB 

9aJn.tokfCx-e 
11a.m. 47 52* %52 51 51 3845 51 56 

11 a.m. tnlxfkxe 
1 p&l* IL513 1513 14 14 16 I2 14 ll 

lpJn.tiklzlire 
3pbm. 19 16 20 17 16 I5 2lao 19 I.5 

3p~n.tobzfbe 
5pJn. 03 07 06a3 c6ai 0507 07 10 

w5pJn.cxwx 0 0 00 00 01 0 0 0 

13.bkwxldliktokrw 
trw-ca:~* 
s;officxsbaitbqarwi 
w3s.w3st3-E!rercrlnfK 
c3-xqcm to sit in a 
lz3xlir~m=stof* 
timpwxethx& 
Yes 9393 9494 91 92 9l95 9593 
iTa 07 07 0606 0303 0305 0507 
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17. Ing!i%Emd, IxwaurtsaJIs 

p.rLrrstvisit? 
-Y- 5758 5958 5058 5444 5362 
-Ye 32 32 31 32 36 31 2941 3429 
NzdmcaPtscusnr 

ma3 0708 0307 llll 0507 
-Y- 02 01 010 0402 02 01 01 0 
w- 02 01 0202 01 02 a302 02 01 
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RxtII:Visitstr,theSkxid~tyQEe~ 
18. m LzkaJzlyar -1y 

didfbqrfz!xgabthe~ 
argxxgrmt-hat~~ 
t0P-Q 
-1Y 7276 71x3 72n 6373 7383 
-t-y 22 19 2218 2225 25 19 21 17 
-1ly 06 04* 0704 c604 I203 cl503 

19. Thirik abart the l333Kn iklr 
p.rlmtvisit~theIs 
OffiB?. JBpMiIlkSS 
~~awcpad,~, 
~4?-~vp,ry~ 
jIziJkElrdl*this~~ 

SFzg If@  3538 3339 3540 3940 34 32 33 3 31 2926 46 4242 37 39 
Eairjc33 15x3. 14 I2 20 16 2314 llll 

&Em 0706 0304 07 0503 05 03 0606 07 07c8 0905 0705 0402 

2o.QrJeqainethink 
thr-ti~last 
visit. Fix satisfidcr 
dissatisfiedasemwiti 
thei+muntof&itit 
lzaklss, mfar, totakie 
cnreofaislIElmx? 
Ikry t3ahisfid 4345 45% 3340 3436 49 48 
c%amiLlyssltisfid 35 38 35 38 34 37 35 39 35 39 
Rb&iW&isfid~y~ 
dmdzisfkd a307 c806 0309 1408 0606 

-ydissatisfis3. 06 03* 0504 0305 07c6 05 03 
Mxydissatbisfid a306 0706 10 03 Ill0 0604 

21. FL-, abxtl-rx 
kxqclsre~att%eS 
office&itdq? 
iTfissml5- 09 10 loll cBcY7 I205 10 13 
wl.e%tl5lcutless 
lhn30- 23 31 3032 2527 2126 3536 
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lagw3lrepattis 
&ioswtday? 
z%tlEastT)~ 
hJtlEsslil-Btla 

3333 3433 3333 3342 3528 
AthStlkUtkSS 
than l-1/2 l-raxs 15 14 14 I3 19 I5 1613 Ill2 

At least l-1/2w 
h3sthm2brs 0606 c6c6 07 c?3 llc8 aso4 

2hxrscxmfe 0807 0606 11 10 llo6 0505 

22.W~eVerViSiM 
e,rsmffia3~~ 
YeS 14 13 IA.09 2624 1722 0907 
Jbb 8687 89 91 74 76 8378 91 93 

mlx?ta1931~of~ 
m-w==? 
y= (-1 84 86* 8587 8190 8384 8689 
ND kkiptoQ25) 16 14 15 13 19 20 I2 16 14 Il. 

2% lB)CUlawththX3tdl 
s5-cmbe~ 
~Of~theb3l@TlX? 
m 76m 7679 7773 7277 7982 
Fb 2422 24 21 23 27 2323 2118 

Be, 1’Le-m 
hvm=(-) 72 76* 71 76 76 77 13184 6875 

?&s,I'm!trid~azlwt 
~W@=%--= 
1~MtkEm(&iptoQ36) 04 03 0403 0304 0403 0502 

r!a,I'vtznser~ff 
tiEdmanedzt3mlzy 
O-c= (d&-03@ 244 2521 21 19 1613 2723 
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Ew?=&~PG 
. 

m- 5553 5854 4652 5535 6059 
-Y- 3436 3336 3735 3344 3435 
rveithes-rrr 
dim a303 0703 l2cxl 10 17 06 c6 

Gz-imauy dim 02 01 01 01 04 01 01 03 01 0 
w- 01 01 01 0 01 03 02 0 0 0 
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visit? 
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-are- 
-regian w- apd Fair Et& IetyRxa 
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OVERALL RATING OF SSA SERVICE 
BY CLAIM STATUS, 
1984 VERSUS 1986 

Claim status 

Approved 

Good Fair 
1984 1986 1984 1986 -- -- 

83 91 12 06 05 03 

Denied 51 46 27 28 22 26 

Poor 
1984 1986 -- 
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SAMPLING AND ESTIMATION METHODOLOGY 

SSA data bases lack the capability to identify precisely the 
universe of SSA's client contacts. Consequently, in preparing to 
conduct a nationwide survey concerning the perceived quality of 
SSA services, we had to estimate the total universe size. To do 
this, we worked with SSA officials to identify and select SSA 
computerized files and transaction codes that, in our judgment 
and SSA's, indicated a client contact. We believe this approach 
was adequate because our objective was to develop a universe of 
SSA clients who had high probabilities of having had recent 
contact with SSA. 

DEVELOPMENT OF A 
SAMPLING LIST 

To select a sample of persons to receive questionnaires, we 
first obtained a list of the universe of SSI and OASDI client 
transactions. SSA's data processing cycles determined which 
transaction files would be complete and ready for our use. Based 
on our anticipated dates for mailing the questionnaires to assure 
a recent contact and to be consistent with our 1984 survey, we 
selected September 1986 transactions. Because of the large 
volume of transactions, we randomly selected 4 days (1 in each of 
the 4 weeks in September) of transactions meeting our criteria 
for type of contact. These 660,448 transactions constituted the 
list from which we drew our sample. 

SAMPLE SELECTION 

From our 4-day list of transactions, we drew an initial 
random sample of each of the four SSA program categories and 
their corresponding transaction groups--SSI initial claims, SSI 
postentitlements, OASDI initial claims, and OASDI 
postentitlements. We then matched these records, by Social 
Security number, to SSA's Master Beneficiary Record (for OASDI 
beneficiaries) and Supplemental Security Record (for SSI 
recipients) to obtain additional information needed to select a 
final sample for the questionnaires. After deleting records of 
deceased individuals, absent or incomplete mailing addresses, and 
duplicate records, to the extent practicable, we randomly 
selected a subsample from each group. Our final sample size was 
1,679, as shown in table IV.l. 
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Table IV.l: Development of Final Sample for Survey 

Sampling 
frame Initial Final 

Program Type of transaction (4-day) sample sample 

SSI Initial claim 25,951 281 268 
SSI Postentitlement 127,089 1,330 529 
OASDI Initial claim 110,345 1,500 390 
OASDI Postentitlement 397,063 3,000 492 

Total 660,448 1,679a 

aThere were 1,745 questionnaires mailed; undeliverables and 
additional deceased individuals reduced the sample to 1,679. 

PROJECTION TO THE 
UNIVERSE OF CLIENTS 

Because we randomly sampled September 1986 transactions that 
met our criteria as being initiated by telephone, mail, or 
personal contacts, we projected our sample results to the 
September universe of SSA clients. We used appropriate 
statistical formulas for a stratified random sample design to 
determine our universe of SSA clients: we estimated responses 
based on questionnaires completed and returned and sampling 
errors of the estimates. Our September SSA client universe was 
more than 2.7 million people. All percentages in this report, 
unless otherwise noted, reflect the expected response rates had 
we actually sent questionnaires to all clients in all four 
groups. The response rates by transaction group are shown in 
table IV.2. 

Table IV.2: Questionnaire Response Rates 

Response 
Number Number rate 

Program Type of transaction sampled responding (percent) 

SSI Initial claim 268 202 75.4 
SSI Postentitlement 529 411 77.7 
OASDI Initial claim 390 322 82.6 
OASDI Postentitlement 492 410 83.3 

Total 

(105186) 
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