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March 14, 2016 

 
Nancy Berryhill 
Deputy Commissioner for Operations 
Social Security Administration 
6401 Security Boulevard, 1204 WHR 
Baltimore, MD 21235 

 
Dear Nancy, 
 
Training for new management is extremely important to individual success and 
the efficiency of agency operations.   The National Council of Social Security 
Management Associations (NCSSMA) recognizes that management training 
continues to evolve and it is imperative that NCSSMA works closely with 
developers of management training to ensure the curriculum developed or 
updated meets the needs of new management. 

In a survey conducted by NCSSMA in April 2015 concerning training for new 
supervisors, 72% of all new supervisors and their managers/mentors felt that 
some face-to-face training is essential for new management. Not only does face-
to-face training afford new supervisors with uninterrupted time to focus 
intensively on the training, but it also allows supervisors to form networks and to 
share experiences that will help them to become more competent in their new 
position. While we believe computer based training is most efficient for certain 
administrative topics, it is not sufficient to be stand-alone training in areas such as 
labor relations and performance management. 

NCSSMA acknowledges that, in times of restrictive appropriations, the agency 
must leverage the investments it has made in its distance-learning infrastructure 
to conduct portions of new manager training and in-service management training 
using a combination of Interactive Video Training (IVT), teleconference, Lync 
meeting, and online instruction.  However, as indicated by the results of the 2015 
survey conducted by NCSSMA, the majority of new managers and their mentors 
feel that some face-to-face training is essential for new and continuing managers.   

We cannot overstate how challenging it can be for a field/TSC management 
individual to sequester themselves, even for an hour or two, to participate in 
training while the office is operating outside the training room door.  Face-to-face 
training enables management to focus on the training curriculum and greatly 
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reduces the likelihood of their being called out of training to put out “fires” in their home offices. 

Face-to-face training is less likely to suffer from technological glitches.  Even with the most robust and 
dependable technology, training delivered via distance learning is subject to occasional technical 
problems.  Utilizing multiple simultaneous delivery platforms such as Lync meeting plus teleconference 
or IVT plus teleconference, especially when the class involves large numbers of participants, multiplies 
potential problem points in the delivery of the training.  In such settings, valuable training time is 
sometimes expended in resolving problems with the delivery infrastructure for remote learning that 
would not be lost in a face-to-face class.      

While advances in technology and creative teaching strategies have greatly enhanced the ability of 
training participants to have substantive, meaningful interaction via distance learning, a vast majority 
of training participants agree that the interaction afforded by face-to-face learning is greatly superior 
to that in a distance-learning class.  As such, for those subjects where interaction between and among 
students and their instructors is essential for maximal learning, face-to-face training is still the most 
effective option.  

Even if one were to accept that the in-class interactions afforded via teleconference, IVT or Lync are as 
effective as face-to-face exchanges, the latter modes of training cannot facilitate the kinds of 
extracurricular, informal interactions that always take place between participants at face-to-face 
training sessions.  Many managers report that these informal exchanges that take place when class is 
not in session are as crucial as, if not more important than, the structured discussions built into the 
curriculum for sharing ideas and building understanding of not only the subject matter being taught, 
but numerous other business issues.  It is for these reasons that NCSSMA strongly suggests face-to-face 
training, especially for certain, critical subjects like labor-management relations, as the optimal training 
modality even in the presence of effective distance-learning alternatives. 

NCSSMA would also like to propose that the Passport to Success program be updated.  The program is 
a valuable and important part of the Operations Supervisors’ training. Mentoring is a key support tool 
for all new supervisors and is as important as the formal training they receive. Through experience and 
feedback from participants, we have concluded that the Agency needs to redesign the Passport to 
Success program to improve its effectiveness.  

From the first day on their position, each Operations Supervisor (OS) has to perform all the functions of 
the position. Some of them may have prior experience but the majority does not. With the help of 
their managers, they start to perform these duties awaiting their formal training. The Agency has 
recognized the importance of providing the training to OSs as early as possible after they are selected. 
It is equally important to initiate the Passport to Success program and mentoring relationship early on. 
As the supervisor progresses and gains knowledge, the mentoring relationship should continue and be 
adjusted accordingly.  

One of the main issues to improve on the program is its consistency across Components, Regions and 
Areas. Currently, each Area or Component uses its own criteria to apply the program, and not all 
supervisors receive the same amount of mentoring. The consistency of the program implementation 
can be improved by assigning Area-wide coordinators and providing training to mentors and managers. 
The coordinator and mentor guides on the program should be more detailed on what is expected from 
each of them. Teleconferences between coordinators, mentors and managers should also be 
incorporated into the model of the program.  



Some supervisors have expressed that they did not receive proper mentorship.  In some instances, 
supervisors either were pressured to select their district manager as a mentor or were never assigned 
a mentor. Some supervisors were paired with managers from other offices and had virtual meetings if 
face-to-face was not a viable option. Many supervisors have said they had very few meetings with their 
mentor, some as little as one time. Another factor affecting the quality of the mentoring relationships 
is the many constraints placed on management in operations.  Many managers have the necessary 
disposition to provide mentorship to new supervisors, but they lack the time to devote to this 
important task. All components should recognize the importance of quality mentorship and mentors 
should receive the support from higher officials to set aside time for meetings with their assigned OS. 
Another idea for improvement is to add a schedule of monthly progress meetings, similar to the 
Proficiency Process for Claims and Service Representatives. 

In addition to the list of tasks in the Passport to Success Itinerary, new supervisors need to receive 
supplemental training for duties not covered in full during their formal training. The experience of the 
program can be enhanced by adding a structured supplemental training plan to the itinerary. Some 
examples of topics for these trainings are review of major chapters of the contract, effective 
performance feedback, leave management, time management, analysis of listings, balancing 
operations, managing teleworkers, among others. Whenever possible and as budget permits, face-to-
face training is the best option as it promotes better interaction and allows supervisors to build 
relationships with their peers.  

In the NCSSMA survey, new supervisors agreed that the listings provided on the Passport to Success 
program are an excellent tool for them. They allow a new supervisor to see all of the workloads an 
office is responsible for and the timeframes to work these lists. However, the Agency needs to keep 
the links updated and modify the lists as needed to keep them relevant. 

Passport to Success is a foundation to help an employee transition into his/her new position. The 
conference calls and exchange visits are an integral part of the program as the new supervisor can talk 
things out with his/her mentor and share experiences. The time invested in quality mentorship pays off 
in well-trained supervisors, and therefore must be a priority for the Agency. By improving the program 
and its implementation, new supervisors will have the support they need for a successful development. 

NCSSMA has only recently been included in new training initiatives.  NCSSMA representatives are 
currently on the Traditional Mentoring and Flash Mentoring workgroups. In October 2015, three 
NCSSMA representatives were added to the FY 2016 Operations Management Training Workgroup. In 
some cases, the representatives were the only field office management in their subgroup.  In the 
future, it would be more effective to involve NCSSMA during the development of any management 
training at the earliest point possible.  Doing so allows agency management the opportunity to provide 
invaluable insight into which management training information is the most relevant and meaningful at 
any given time.  Involving NCSSMA at this stage also allows agency management to provide useful 
feedback during the development of training curriculum, as opposed to after receiving it.  This in turn 
would allow for any needed adjustments to the proposed curriculum in real-time, making the training 
material more beneficial and effective for the intended audiences. 

NCSSMA has several recommendations for ensuring training initiatives are effective: 

 Face-to-face training is still the most effective option when possible when conducting training. 



 NCSSMA proposes that the Passport to Success program be updated.  Recommendations to 
improve the program’s effectiveness are: 
1. Proper pairing of participants to mentors. 
2. Initiating the mentoring relationship as early as possible. 
3. A new supervisor needs the mentoring relationship throughout their first year of training even 

as they progress and gain knowledge. 
4. There should be consistency across Components, Regions and Areas to ensure all new 

supervisors receive proper training and mentorship. 
5. Regularly scheduled monthly progress meetings should be included to ensure training issues 

are being addressed and needs are being met similar to the Proficiency Process. 
6. New supervisors training can be enhanced by adding supplemental training for duties not 

covered in full during their formal training.  
7. The agency needs to keep the links in the program updated and modify lists as needed to keep 

them relevant. 
 

 When developing management training, the agency should involve NCSSMA at the earliest point 
possible. 

We pride ourselves as leaders in the agency by providing frank and honest feedback.  It is vital that 
NCSSMA be included in feedback for already developing training to ensure the opportunity for 
management and employee success.   An early assessment of developing training also enables agency 
management to minimize ineffective communication and technical inefficiencies that hinder the ability 
to build strong proficiency for our agency management.  Accountability begins at the onset of planning.  
Delivering a proactive rather than reactive approach to training solidifies our ability to demonstrate 
our commitment to overall management success.  

We appreciate your consideration of our input regarding management training. If we can be of 
assistance and service, please let us know. 

Rick Warsinskey 
NCSSMA President 

 


