


 

    

   
  

    
  

  

   

     
    

 

       
       

 

MEMORANDUM 

Date: June 15, 2023 Refer To: A-05-22-51149 

To: Kilolo Kijakazi 
Acting Commissioner 

From: Gail S. Ennis 
Inspector General 

Subject: The Social Security Administration’s Telephone Service Disruptions 

CONTAINS REDACTED INFORMATION 

The attached final report presents the results of the Office of Audit’s review.  The objectives 
were to determine the extent of the disruptions to the Social Security Administration’s telephone 
services and their impact on the public. 

If you wish to discuss the final report, please call me or have your staff contact 
Michelle L. Anderson, Assistant Inspector General for Audit. 
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The Social Security Administration’s Telephone Service 
Disruptions
A-05-22-51149

June 2023 Office of Audit Report Summary 

Objective 

disruptions to the Social Security 
Administration’s (SSA) telephone 
services and their impact on the 

SSA has, for many years, operated 
three telephone systems for its 

Headquarters. SSA plans to replace 
these systems with a modern, unified 
telephone system through its Next 
Generation Telephony Project 
(NGTP).  NGTP is expected to 
improve telephone customer service 
by merging SSA’s three telephone 
systems into a single, uniform platform 
designed to be more efficient, stable, 
and functional.  However, the onset of 
the COVID-19 pandemic delayed this 
upgrade. 

person field office service, the 
telephone became the primary option 
for the public to interact with SSA 
employees.  To accommodate remote 
operations, SSA implemented 
temporary workarounds to its legacy 
telephone systems that modified 
functionality and capacity.  SSA 
experienced service disruptions while 
it was operating under the temporary 
Unification platform.  SSA began 
implementing its new Unification 
platform in May 2021 and experienced 
additional service disruptions during 
the initial attempt at transition to the 
NGTP. 

In March 2020, when SSA limited in-

Results 

SSA's telephone systems experienced an increasing number of 
service disruptions at the end of 2022 as it maintained operations 
under the temporary Unification platform.  From May 2021 through 
December 2022, 40 telephone service disruptions occurred on the 
national 800-number and field office systems. The majority of 
these disruptions occurred from October through December 2022 
and involved the 800-number.  These disruptions resulted in 
dropped calls, increased wait times and, in some instances, 
unavailable automated services. Wait times increased as SSA 
employees could not take calls during several of the outages. 
Further, such functionalities as the “estimated wait time” and the 
“call back assist” features, which callers used to avoid waiting on 
the telephone to speak with an SSA employee, were no longer 
available to callers.  The rate of unanswered calls for those who 
opted to speak with an employee during each of the service 
disruptions ranged from 32 to as high as 80 percent. 

As of May 2023, SSA still had not implemented the NGTP but 
strengthened its temporary platform to help increase stability until 
NGTP can be implemented. However, under the Unification 
platform, SSA does not have a Service Level Agreement in place 
with the telephone service contractor and does not have plans to 
implement one. Based on this information, we asked SSA whether 
it should put a Service Level Agreement in place, but according to 
SSA: 

“. . . adding [a Service Level Agreement] to the existing Unification 
Task Order would require additional negotiations with the vendor 
and a bilateral agreement to ’implement’ them.  Since [SSA does] 
not plan to upgrade Unification, [it does] not plan on reopening 
negotiations with [the vendor] over Unification. Moreover, because 
[SSA] [has] unsuccessfully sought to negotiate with [the vendor] to 
include performance based incentives to [the vendor] in the past, 
we do not believe [it] would agree to a bilateral modification 
implementing [a Service Level Agreement].” 

SSA stated it has worked steadily to improve the stability of its 
temporary solution and plans to implement the NGTP platform for 
the national 800-number by the end of FY 2023.  However, SSA 
still needs to set a goal for completion of the final stages of the 
NGTP, including adding the field office and Headquarters 
telephone systems to operate under a single platform. 

To determine the extent of the 

public. 

Background 

national 800-number, field offices, and 
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ABBREVIATIONS 

C.F.R. Code of Federal Regulations 

FO Field Office 

FY Fiscal Year 

IVR Interactive Voice Response 

NGTP Next Generation Telephony Project 

OIG Office of the Inspector General 

OQR Office of Quality Review 

SSA Social Security Administration 

TSRP Telephone System Replacement Project 
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OBJECTIVE 

Our objective was to determine the extent of the disruptions to the Social Security 
Administration’s (SSA) telephone services and their impact on the public. 

BACKGROUND 

SSA’s telephone services are an essential way for the public to obtain information and 
assistance with benefits, Social Security numbers, and other vital services.  SSA’s telephone 
services consist of a national 800-number and a network of approximately 1,200 field offices 
(FO).  SSA’s 24 teleservice centers are responsible for answering calls to the national 800-
number.  When the call volume at SSA’s national 800-number is high, processing center 
employees assist in answering calls. 

As noted in an April 2021 report, when SSA limited in-person FO service in March 2020, the 
telephone became the primary option for the public to interact with SSA employees.1 For many 
years, SSA has operated three separate legacy telephone systems for its national 800-number, 
FOs, and Headquarters. When SSA directed its employees to work from home in March 2020 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic, SSA did not have equipment for all workers to perform their 
duties from telework locations and could not obtain enough equipment for all national 800-
number employees to telework under the legacy telephone systems. According to SSA, the 
manufacturer stopped making the equipment required to support telework.  To accommodate 
remote operations, SSA implemented temporary workarounds to its legacy telephone systems 
that modified functionality and capacity.  In April 2020, SSA began routing calls for the national 
800-number to the Telephone System Replacement Project (TSRP) system that regional offices 
and FOs used.  Under this process, employees did not need additional equipment to answer 
calls remotely.  However, according to SSA, this system had limitations that were not 
sustainable long-term.  For instance, it lacked advanced call features and some automated self-
service capability.  Additionally, SSA lost some functionalities, such as post-call surveys, since 
that was only a feature in one of the two telephone systems SSA used for the national 800-
number. 

In a November 2021 report, we stated, “SSA attempted to move the two systems used for the 
national 800-number to [a] new, unified system.”2 SSA referred to this system as the Unification 
platform. The Unification platform was designed to be a temporary solution to move the national 
800-number employees to a single telephone platform and be the first step toward completing 
the Next Generation Telephony Project (NGTP). 

1 SSA, OIG, The Social Security Administration’s Telephone Services During June 2020, A-05-20-50998, p. 1 
(April 2021). 
2 SSA, OIG, The Social Security Administration’s Telephone Service Performance, A-05-20-50999, p. 22 
(November 2021). 
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According to SSA, when fully implemented, NGTP is expected to improve telephone customer 
service by merging the three legacy systems into a single platform designed to be more 
efficient, stable, and functional (see Figure 1).  However, according to SSA, the onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic presented unanticipated implementation challenges. According to the 
Agency, while the NGTP vendor is making progress, it has reported multiple build and testing 
delays. Additionally, SSA began implementing its temporary, Unification platform in May 2021 
and experienced additional service disruptions during the initial attempt to transition to the 
NGTP. In response, SSA temporarily returned to the operational telephone system used during 
the pandemic to prevent additional service disruptions. 

Figure 1:  SSA Pre-COVID, COVID, Unification Platform, and NGTP Telephone System
Functionalities and Limitations Comparison 

The Social Security Administration’s Telephone Service Disruptions (A-05-22-51149) 2 
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From 2019 to 2021, calls to both FOs and the national 800-number increased by approximately 
55 million calls per year (40 percent).3 Despite the April 7, 2022 resumption of non-appointment 
services at SSA’s offices, the Agency continues encouraging the public to call for help or to 
schedule an in-person appointment, and many still rely on SSA’s telephone services as a 
primary service channel.4 

Congressional Request 

On May 16, 2022, John Larson and Kevin Hern, who were then the Chair and Acting Ranking 
Member, respectively, of the Subcommittee on Social Security, requested we answer a series 
of questions related to recent disruptions to SSA’s telephone services.5 See Appendix A for the 
congressional request. 

Scope and Methodology 

We analyzed SSA’s telephone service data for Fiscal Years 2020 through 2022 related to: 





Calls received, answered, in queue, handled by automated services, or dropped. 
What happened when telephone disruptions occurred. 
Whether service disruptions on the national 800-number or FO telephone system affected 
the volume of calls or employee’s ability to timely answer calls. 



See Appendix B for additional information on the scope and methodology for this review. 

RESULTS OF REVIEW 

SSA's telephone systems experienced an increasing number of service disruptions at the end of 
2022 as it maintained operations under the temporary Unification platform. From May 2021 
through December 2022, the national 800-number and FO systems experienced 40 telephone 
service disruptions.  The majority of these disruptions occurred from October through December 
2022 and involved the 800-number. These disruptions caused dropped calls; increased wait 
times; and, in some instances, unavailable automated services. Wait times increased as SSA 
employees could not take calls during several of the outages. Further, such functionalities as 
the “estimated wait time” and “call back assist” features, which callers used to avoid waiting to 
speak with an SSA employee, were no longer available. The rate of unanswered calls for those 
who opted to speak with an employee during each of the service disruptions ranged from 32 to 
as high as 80 percent. 

3 SSA, OIG, The Social Security Administration’s Telephone Service Performance, A-05-20-50999, Appendix F, 
p. F-1 (November 2021). SSA reported approximately 145 million calls in FY 2019 compared to over 200 million calls 
in FY 2021. 
4 SSA, Contact Social Security by Phone, ssa.gov/agency/contact/phone (February 21, 2023). 
5 We issued three reports on telephone service in response to earlier requests from the Subcommittee on Social 
Security: The Social Security Administration’s Telephone Service Performance, A-05-20-50999 (November 2021); 
The Social Security Administration’s Telephone Services During June 2020, A-05-20-50998 (April 2021); and The 
Social Security Administration’s Telephone Services, A-05-20-50899 (May 2020).  See Appendix C for more 
information on these reports. 
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As of May 2023, SSA still had not implemented the NGTP, but it strengthened its temporary 
platform and initiated testing under the national 800-number to help increase stability until 
NGTP is implemented by the end of the FY.  However, under the current Unification platform, 
SSA does not have a Service Level Agreement in place with the contractor and does not plan to 
implement one. 

Telephone System Disruptions 

From May 2021 to December 2022, SSA experienced 40 telephone service disruptions on the 
national 800-number and FO telephone systems.  The intermittent disruptions varied in duration 
and affected some, but not always all, employees. According to SSA, before May 2021, service 
disruptions on its telephone system were rare.  The outages on the national 800-number system 
ranged from intermittent service disruptions during 4 consecutive business days, on May 14 
through 19, 2021,6 to 20 minutes on November 29, 2022. Some FOs also experienced 
intermittent interruptions for 11 days in July 2022.  However, most of the outages occurred from 
October to December 2022 and were on SSA’s national 800-number. See Figure 2 and 
Appendix D for all dates, durations, and which telephone system was affected. 

6 May 15 and 16, 2021 fell on a Saturday and Sunday.  During weekends, callers to the national 800-number can use 
automated services; there were no disruptions to automated services on these dates.  During business hours, on 
weekdays, however, callers have the option to speak to an SSA employee or use automated services. 

The Social Security Administration’s Telephone Service Disruptions (A-05-22-51149) 4 
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Figure 2:  Timeline and Duration of Intermittent SSA Telephone Service Disruptions 
from May 2021 Through December 2022 

Notes: The outage on August 11, 2022 only affected incoming calls to SSA’s Debt Management Section and did not 
impact national 800-number or FO telephone calls. According to SSA, service disruptions, illustrated in 
chart as intermittent, had service restored during the same business day. Further, some of the dates include 
weekends, when SSA employees do not handle calls from the public but automated services are available. 
See Appendix E for the extent, causes, and resolutions of each service disruption. 
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The number of disruptions affected the public’s ability to conduct business with SSA over the 
telephone in the following ways: 

 Up to 80 percent of, or approximately 314,000, calls went unanswered during some days 
where service disruptions occurred, which did not include calls that were dropped or who got 
a busy message.7 

 SSA could assess the number of calls that went unanswered but did not have the capability 
to see how many, or which, calls were dropped to follow-up with individuals calling for 
service during any of the service disruptions, which led to an increase in repeat callers and 
consequently, busy messages and wait times. 

Some SSA employees could not log into the telephone systems to take calls during the 
disruptions, which resulted in fewer calls answered and thus, increased wait times for callers 
in queue to speak with an SSA employee. 



SSA’s service on the national 800-number—including automated services—was unavailable 
during periods of up to 2 days. 



See Appendix F for a flowchart of SSA’s telephone system, including where call disruptions 
were occurring during the call. According to SSA’s Fiscal Year 2022 Agency Financial Report, 
“The media reported long customer wait times and lines outside of some SSA office buildings 
where customers were exposed to harsh weather conditions, such as extreme heat.  The media 
further reported that SSA advised people to make appointments for FO visits over the telephone 
or online, but some customers claimed their attempts to contact SSA to make an appointment 
were unsuccessful.”8 

Unanswered Calls 

The rate of unanswered calls for callers who opted to speak with an SSA employee during each 
of the service disruptions ranged from 32 percent on September 6, 2022 to as high as 
80 percent during the disruption on February 22 and 23, 2022 (see Appendix D). Of the 
40 telephone service disruptions, there were 15 disruptions where over 50 percent of calls 
offered to employees went unanswered during the day(s) of the disruptions. 

SSA defines Agent Calls Offered as callers who elect to speak with an SSA employee on the 
national 800-number and either (1) speak with an employee immediately or (2) enter the queue 
to speak with an employee when one is available.  SSA uses the number of calls offered to 
employees and calls answered by employees to calculate the Answer Rate.  We used this 
number and rate to determine which callers elected to speak with an employee but whose calls 
went unanswered during each of SSA’s telephone service disruptions. However, this does not 
include callers who received a busy message or whose calls were dropped before they entered 
the queue to speak with an employee. 

7 If a call was dropped, it was disconnected at any point during the call, which could be before or after entering the 
call queue to speak with an employee or during the call when speaking with an employee. 
8 SSA, Fiscal Year 2022 Agency Financial Report, SSA Publication No. 31-231, pp. 147 and 148 (November 2022). 
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As calls to SSA increased, employees handled fewer calls which led to more unanswered calls 
to the national 800-number. The average number of monthly calls to the national 800-number 
increased by 27 percent in 2022, from approximately 5.8 million calls in 2021 to 7 million (see 
Appendix G, Figure G–1 and Table G–1).  In contrast, the average monthly calls to the FO 
decreased by 37 percent, from approximately 11 million calls in 2021 to 7 million in 2022 (see 
Appendix G, Figure G–1 and Table G–1).9 The average monthly calls handled by employees 
on the national 800-number declined from an average 2.6 million calls in 2021 to 2.2 million 
calls in 2022 (see Appendix G, Figure G–2 and Table G–2). As calls to FOs declined in 2022, 
the number of calls handled by employees also decreased.  As offices resumed services to the 
public for non-appointments, customer service in the FOs shifted away from telephones to more 
in-person service (see Appendix G, Figure G–3 and Table G–3). Thus, the 800-number saw an 
increase in calls. 

Employees could have been handling fewer calls than SSA’s management information reported 
because, under the Unification platform, a call could be logged as “handled by an employee” 
without a caller receiving service if the call is immediately dropped. As SSA moved to the 
Unification platform, the new system only counted callers when they connected with an SSA 
employee.  This differs from the previous telephone system, which counted the end of a call and 
only recorded the call as “handled by an employee” if it lasted longer than 60 seconds. 
According to SSA, calls that last fewer than 60 seconds are a small percentage of total calls. 
Additionally, under the Unification platform, SSA capped the number of callers who could enter 
into the queue to speak with an employee, which lead to increased busy messages.10 

Calls Abandoned in Queue 

A call is “abandoned in queue” if it is offered to an employee, the caller elects to enter the 
queue, and the caller hangs up while waiting.11 Calls abandoned in queue on the national 800-
number were higher at the end of 2021 and remained above 40 percent of calls offered to 
employees well into 2022 when many of the telephone service disruptions occurred.  This 
resulted in dropped calls and caused more repeat callers that, in turn, increased overall wait 
times (see Figure 3).  Further, statistics on abandoned calls do not count the number of dropped 
calls before they entered the queue to speak with an SSA employee.  As previously noted, SSA 
did not have a record of these dropped calls.  SSA averaged 34 percent of calls abandoned in 
queue in 2021 compared to 44 percent in 2022. 

9 FOs handled an average of approximately 5 million calls in 2021 compared to an average of approximately 3 million 
calls in 2022. 
10 SSA capped the number of callers who could enter in queue under the previous telephone platforms to ensure 
stability (see Figure 1 for more information on the queue capacity for the various telephone systems).  However, the 
Agency did not initially cap the number of callers allowed to enter into the queue under the Unification platform. 
11 SSA defines calls offered to employees as “Agent Calls Offered.” 
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Figure 3:  National 800-number Calls Abandoned in Queue in 2021 and 2022 

Source: SSA’s Office of Customer Service Management Information. 
Notes: Because of a system disruption, SSA could not collect telephone service management information for 

March 11, 2022. We calculated the percentage of calls abandoned in queue based on the number of 
callers who elected to speak with an employee, which SSA refers to as “Calls Offered.”  See Appendix G, 
Table G–6. 
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The FOs also experienced a higher rate of calls abandoned in queue toward the end of 2021 
and the beginning of 2022, reaching a peak of 22 percent of calls offered to employees in 
February 2022 (see Figure 4).  However, as SSA resumed non-appointment services in the FOs 
in April 2022, the FOs received fewer calls and therefore fewer calls were abandoned in queue. 

Figure 4:  FO Calls Abandoned in Queue in 2021 and 2022 

Source: SSA’s Office of Customer Service Management Information. 
Notes: Because of a system disruption, SSA could not collect telephone service management information for 

March 11, 2022.  We calculated the percentage of calls abandoned in queue based on the number of 
callers who elected to speak with an employee, which SSA refers to as “Agent Calls Offered.”  See 
Appendix G, Table G–7. 
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Caller Wait Times 

As the number of calls increased, employees handled fewer calls and wait times to speak with 
an employee on the national 800-number increased.  Initially, wait times increased to over 
25 minutes in November 2021 and peaked to almost 40 minutes in January 2022, with almost 
50 percent of callers waiting on hold for longer than 30 minutes. SSA’s average 35-minute wait 
time for all of 2022 was more than double the 15-minute wait time in 2021. According to SSA, 
the Agency’s goal was to have a 19-minute wait time at the end of Fiscal Year 2022. FO wait 
times to speak with an employee increased at the end of 2021 and beginning of 2022 but 
declined when SSA reopened FOs to the public in April 2022 (see Figure 5). 

Figure 5: Average Speed of Answer for the National 800-number and FOs
in 2021 and 2022 

Source: SSA’s Office of Customer Service Management Information. 
Note: Because of a system disruption, SSA could not collect telephone service management information for 

March 11, 2022. 

From March 2021 through January 2022, SSA’s Office of Quality Review (OQR) conducted a 
survey to gauge caller satisfaction with the national 800-number service.12 The results of the 

12 The survey consisted of live interviews with 300 callers each week and measured satisfaction in three aspects: 
(1) Overall Service, (2) Ability to Obtain Service, and (3) Agent Courtesy. 
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survey noted that, toward the end of the survey period, over 50 percent of callers waited on hold 
for longer than 30 minutes.  OQR recommended the Agency address possible issues with the 
national 800-number network and/or low staffing levels.  Further, the OQR report noted the 
schedule voice call-back feature was removed from the national 800-number in May 2021, 
which caused callers to wait on hold longer before they connected to an SSA employee.13 

Callers used the schedule voice call-back feature to avoid waiting on the telephone for an 
employee.  SSA also lost the Estimated Wait Time feature when it converted to the Unification 
platform. This feature allowed callers to make an informed decision about whether to wait on 
hold to speak with an SSA employee. According to SSA, the removal of this feature could 
account for some of the increase in wait times.  SSA expects to make the improvements and 
restore these features after it completes the transition to the NGTP.  Under the Unification 
platform, SSA cannot bring back these functionalities. 

Although wait times for the national 800-number were highest from December 2021 through 
March 2022, the number of teleservice center employees were at some of the highest levels of 
the past 6 years, at an average of 91 percent employment, during this time (see Appendix G, 
Table G–5).14 However, new employees were in training—not answering calls—and some 
experienced employees were assisting with training, which, in turn, meant fewer employees 
were able to take calls during this time, which also contributed to SSA’s ability to timely answer 
calls during and after the telephone service disruptions.  According to SSA, it simplified and 
expanded the hiring process, which allowed it to onboard more employees, and plans to 
continue improving the hiring process to allow greater flexibility to hiring staff at a quicker pace. 
Further, in September 2023, SSA plans to implement a plan to reduce the time it takes for a 
trainee to independently take calls.15 

Busy Messages During Telephone Service Disruptions 

In January 2022, the number of busy messages peaked for both the FO and the national 800-
number. While SSA was operating under two telephone platforms for the national 800-number, 
from April 2020 to May 2021, it could allow more callers to enter the telephone queue without 
generating busy messages, which led to minimal busy messages during this time (see Appendix 
G, Table G–8). From May through November 2021, SSA was primarily on one network while it 
transitioned to the Unification platform.  During that time, when there was a service disruption, 
some callers were disconnected before they entered the national 800-number queue or 
experienced extended wait times while employees were unable to log-in to telephone systems 
to take calls.  Thus, although SSA maintained zero busy messages, service disruptions kept 
callers from connecting with an SSA employee. As busy messages started to increase, in 
February 2022 SSA capped16 the number of callers allowed to enter the telephone queue to 
avoid service disruptions. When SSA put the call limit in place, if the limit was reached, a caller 
would get a busy message. 

13 SSA, Office of Quality Review, 800-Number Caller Survey Report, p. 5 footnote 2 and p.10 (May 2022). 
14 According to SSA, its maximum capacity for teleservice center employment is 5,220 employees. 
15 We discuss more about SSA’s human capital management, including how SSA plans for and manages current and 
future workforce needs in a September 2022 report on The Social Security Administration’s Human Capital Planning, 
A-02-19-50866. 
16 See section on Causes of and Actions to Resolve Telephone Disruptions for more information on the cap. 
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The FOs had a peak of over 1 million busy messages at the beginning of 2022, but, as FOs 
resumed non-appointment services to the public, the FOs received fewer calls and had fewer 
busy messages (see Appendix G, Table G–9).  Beginning in May 2022, busy messages for FO 
telephone calls remained below 130,000 for the remainder of 2022. 

Automated Services Available During Telephone Disruptions 

SSA’s automated services allow callers to obtain recorded information and conduct some 
business 24 hours a day. As of FY 2023, SSA’s automated services included: 

 obtaining verifications for benefits, such as retirement, disability, Supplemental Security 
Income, and Medicare; 

 requesting replacement Medicare cards; 
 checking claims status for individuals who filed for benefits; 
 requesting forms and pamphlets; and 
 finding FO address, telephone number, office hours, or directions.17 

During the 40 telephone service disruptions since May 2021, there was one instance on 
September 6, 2022 where automated services were also unavailable to callers for four hours on 
the national 800-number.18 During this outage, callers received a busy message or their call 
was dropped. 

Causes of and Actions to Resolve Telephone Disruptions 

According to SSA, it has worked with the telephone service vendor to identify and address the 
causes of the telephone disruptions. However, as of June 2023, there were still system issues 
under investigation.  Some examples of service disruption causes related to: 

 server issues, 
 call quality issues based on software glitches, 
 dead air on some calls because of needed equipment upgrades,19 and 
 telephones unable to make or receive calls because of defective hardware. 

Further, SSA determined the cause for the longest telephone service disruption on 
February 22 and 23, 2022 was an unusually high volume of calls to the national 800-number.  
The national 800-number averaged approximately 6 million calls in 2021 compared to over 
7 million calls in 2022 (see Appendix G, Table G–1).  Some of the increase occurred when SSA 
resumed non-appointment services in FOs and published fewer FO telephone numbers online. 
While FOs were limited to appointment-only services, in June 2020, SSA began publishing all 
FO telephone numbers on its FO locator Webpage to make it easier for the public to access 

17 SSA, Using Our Automated Telephone Services, ssa.gov (last visited February 21, 2023). 
18 SSA does not offer automated services on the FO telephone system; therefore, the unavailability of automated 
services did not apply for outages for this system. 
19 “Dead air” refers to when a call connects, but one or both parties hear no audio. 
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FOs by calling directly. However, once FOs resumed service to walk-in visitors with and without 
appointments, SSA reinstated publishing only a select number of FO direct-inquiry telephone 
numbers to the public.  The FOs that did not have direct-inquiry lines published on SSA’s 
Website listed the national 800-number.  SSA also attributes some of the increased call volume 
to repeat callers who received a busy message, had their call dropped, or hung up while waiting 
to speak with an employee. 

The total number of calls began decreasing in April 2022 as FOs resumed non-appointment 
services to the public.  FOs averaged approximately 11 million calls per month in 2021.  In 
2022, the average calls per month declined to approximately 7 million.  However, calls remained 
high from June 2021 through March 2022, when the telephone service disruptions began. 

To mitigate another disruption caused by a high call volume, SSA limited the number of callers 
waiting in the national 800-number queue to 12,000. Previously, there was no limit to the 
number of callers who could wait in the queue to speak with an employee on the Unification 
platform. Once the 12,000-call limit is reached, a caller hears an SSA-scripted message asking 
them to call back later followed by a call disconnect. However, as of February 23, 2022, issues 
continued that caused interruptions in SSA’s telephone service, including an issue on March 14, 
2022 related to excessive calls that overloaded the Agency’s telephone system after the queue 
was limited to 12,000 callers. As of December 30, 2022, SSA decided to reduce the call limit to 
a maximum of 10,000 callers to maintain platform stability. According to SSA, it based this 
decision on test results that demonstrated platform instability and performance issues with more 
than 10,000 callers in queue.  As of May 1, 2023, and since putting this call limit in place, SSA 
has not experienced any platform instability disruptions. See Appendix D for a full list of 
telephone service disruptions, durations, system affected, cause, resolution and actions taken to 
prevent a recurrence. 

Agency Actions to Prevent Disruptions or Quickly Restore 
Telephone Service 
According to SSA, the TSRP is the back-up system for the Unification platform. However, SSA 
is updating TSRP equipment and is scheduled to finish the upgrades in FY 2023. According to 
SSA, it has completed some of the updates, including upgrades for firewalls, switches, and 
other software updates. 

In addition to limiting the number of callers allowed to wait in the national 800-number queue, 
the Agency limited the number and types of systemic changes to the Unification platform to 
maintain stability. SSA also directed the vendor to change operating procedures to reduce the 
likelihood of a service disruption. One such measure was to regularly schedule off-hour system 
restarts to ensure stability.  The Agency has also deployed additional monitoring tools to ensure 
servers continue to operate without becoming overwhelmed and to assist with diagnosing any 
performance issues. However, there are no systems controls in place to restore service quickly. 
Once SSA completes the transition to the NGTP, the Agency will have access to an updated 
testing environment to allow preproduction testing to identify and correct issues before 
deploying software into production. 

The Social Security Administration’s Telephone Service Disruptions (A-05-22-51149) 13 
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 Replacing telephone hardware that was deemed inadequate for the volume of inbound calls. 
 Updating the interactive voice response system and contact center automatic call 

distribution system. 
According to SSA, the technical refreshment plan remains on schedule.  

SSA has not asked for contract modifications as a result of the service disruptions and does not 
plan to upgrade Unification through additional modifications outside of the technical refreshment 
plan for TSRP.27 Based on this information, we asked SSA whether it should put a Service 
Level Agreement in place, but according to SSA, “. . . adding [a Service Level Agreement] to the 
existing Unification Task Order would require additional negotiations with the vendor and a 
bilateral agreement to ‘implement’ them.  Since [SSA does] not plan to upgrade Unification, [it 
does] not plan on reopening negotiations with [the vendor] over Unification. Moreover, because 
[SSA] [has] unsuccessfully sought to negotiate with [the vendor] to include performance based 
incentives to [the vendor] in the past, we do not believe [the vendor] would agree to a bilateral 
modification implementing [a Service Level Agreement].” 

CONCLUSION 

SSA does not have a time frame for completing the NGTP.  Although SSA has withheld 
payments from the vendor when deliverables and services have not met acceptance standards, 
SSA has not asked for contract modifications and did not have plans to implement a Service 
Level Agreement to ensure continuity of service as it continued operating under the outdated 
TSRP and the temporary Unification platform. As such, disruptions could continue and impact 
SSA’s ability to serve the public by causing additional dropped calls and unavailable automated 
services. As of May 1, 2023, SSA has not had any additional disruptions on the national 800-
number since December 30, 2022.  However, as SSA further capped the number of callers that 
could enter the queue to speak with an employee to maintain stability of the Unification platform, 
wait times and busy messages could continue to increase as less callers are able to get through 
for service. As the call volume increases, SSA answers fewer calls and wait times increase, 
both on days of service disruptions and days when service disruptions do not occur, because 
callers who were unable to get through to the Agency on a day a service disruption occurred 
likely attempted to reach SSA on a different day. 

AGENCY COMMENTS 

SSA stated it has worked steadily to improve the stability of its temporary solution and plans to 
implement the NGTP platform for the national 800-number by the end of FY 2023 (see 
Appendix H). 

27 We are planning a review of Controls over SSA’s Contracts and Contractors, 022324. 
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OIG RESPONSE 

As noted in footnote 25, initially, the contract scheduled the NGTP to begin in June 2021 and be 
complete by June 2023. Because of delays with the NGTP implementation, we will need to wait 
and see if SSA meets its deadline of implementing the NGTP platform for the 800-number by 
the end of FY 2023.  Further, SSA still needs to set a goal for completion of the final stages of 
the NGTP, including adding the FO and Headquarters telephone systems to operate under a 
single platform. 

Michelle L. Anderson 
Assistant Inspector General for Audit 
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– SCOPE AND METHODOLOGY 

how many disruptions occurred, 

the date of each disruption, 

the duration of each occurrence, 

which of SSA’s three legacy systems was affected 

he 

(1) whether the 
contract allowed SSA to recover costs related to service disruptions in the event of an 
outage and why and (2) the status of the transition to the full implementation of the NGTP. 

ecause of a system disruption, SSA 
could not collect telephone service management information for March 11, 2022. This 
disruption only affected SSA’s ability to collect management information and did not affect 
telephone service. 
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– PRIOR OFFICE OF THE INSPECTOR GENERAL
REVIEWS

(A-05-20-50999), N 

In Fiscal Year (FY) 2020, the Social Security Administration (SSA) received over 151 million 
calls at its field offices (FO) and the national 800-number. SSA handled over half of those calls 
through a combination of calls answered by SSA employees and calls addressed by automated 
services. 

SSA’s telephone services shifted to more calls to FOs in FY 2020 when the Agency limited in-
person service and provided the public with more FO telephone numbers. The increase in FO 
calls resulted in increased busy messages and wait times toward the end of FY 2020.  SSA 
adjusted national 800-number operations during the pandemic to reduce wait times and the 
number of callers who received a busy message.  National 800-number performance began 
declining toward the end of the FY, though it was still better than pre-pandemic performance. 
When we compared SSA to 13 customer service call centers from 10 other Federal agencies, 
SSA had a higher call volume in FY 2020 with similar or better performance.  To reduce wait 
times, improve caller experience, and ensure more calls are handled, SSA hired additional 
800-number staff, modified automated service options, and planned to implement a new
telephone system.

In June 2020, SSA’s FOs and national 800-number received 30 percent more calls than 
June 2019, with FOs receiving most of the additional calls.  Also, during the same periods: 

 Calls to the FOs and the national 800-number during business hours resulted in fewer busy 
messages, though the business hours for the national 800-number were reduced in 
June 2020. 

 The number of callers who hung up without speaking to an employee during business hours 
was lower for the FOs but slightly higher for the national 800-number. 

 The number of calls handled by employees was much higher for calls to the FOs but 
remained about the same for calls to the national 800-number. 

 Callers to FOs waited less time for service while callers to the 800-number waited longer. 

SSA altered operations because of the COVID-19 pandemic to continue serving the public 
through its telephone operations.  SSA equipped employees with necessary technology to 
answer the increasing number of calls while they were teleworking.  SSA also shared FO 
general telephone numbers not previously available so the public could contact employees at 
the local level for service during business hours. While SSA reduced the number of callers 
receiving a busy message, this was partially enabled by reducing hours for the national 800-
number. Further, there was no measure of customer feedback since the Agency did not use 
post-call surveys for FO calls and turned this feature off for the national 800-number.  SSA has 
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not returned to pre-pandemic operating hours for the national 800-number. In general, SSA’s 
telephone services’ performance during June 2020 was similar to 13 customer service call 
centers we reviewed from 10 other Federal agencies, as compared to June 2019, but SSA’s 
performance seemed to fare better during the pandemic than industry call centers.  In response 
to our report, SSA stated it would continue ensuring employees have the tools they need to 
improve service to the public. 

Between FYs 2010 and 2019, SSA’s national 800-number experienced a 6-percent increase in 
calls. In addition: 

 Calls to the national 800-number resulted in more busy messages and hang-ups without the 
caller receiving service. 

 The number of calls employees answered decreased. 

 Callers waited longer for service. 

 More callers had their issues resolved on the first call. 

 Teleservice center staff levels declined by 12 percent. 

While SSA did not fare as well compared to government and private-sector benchmarks, caller 
satisfaction was above the Federal average.  To improve callers’ experience and satisfaction, 
SSA planned to combine all its telephone service offerings into one platform to route calls to the 
best source quickly.  In addition, SSA was implementing other improvements to its call center 
process and was hiring additional employees to answer telephone calls. However, effective 
March 31, 2020, in response to the COVID-19 outbreak, SSA temporarily changed its telephone 
services, including modified hours for its national 800-number. In response to our report, SSA 
stated its FY 2020 plan included a priority goal to improve wait times for service on the national 
800-number through targeted hiring, reassessing training methods, and improved technology. 
SSA also stated that, through the first quarter of FY 2020, it hired and initially trained 
approximately 460 new hires to support the national 800-number operations and will continue 
efforts to replace staffing losses and hire additional employees. 
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– NATIONAL 800-NUMBER CALL FLOWCHART 

Note: During business hours, callers are presented with an option to use automated services before entering 
the queue to speak with an employee. 
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– 2021 AND 2022 TELEPHONE PERFORMANCE 
DATA 

Figure G–1: Calls to the Agency 
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Mission: The Social Security Office of the Inspector General (OIG) serves the 
public through independent oversight of SSA’s programs and operations. 

Report: Social Security-related scams and Social Security fraud, waste, abuse, 
and mismanagement, at oig.ssa.gov/report. 

Connect: OIG.SSA.GOV 

Visit our website to read about our audits, investigations, fraud alerts, 
news releases, whistleblower protection information, and more. 

Follow us on social media via these external links: 

Twitter: @TheSSAOIG 

Facebook:  OIGSSA 

YouTube: TheSSAOIG 

Subscribe to email updates on our website. 

https://OIG.SSA.GOV
https://oig.ssa.gov/report



