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Summary of Pilot Testing for the Representative Availability Portal (Portal):
In response to a request from stakeholders, SSA worked with advocacy groups to discuss plans for a new web‑based Portal for submitting appointed representatives’ scheduling information to SSA.  In July 2022, SSA received approval to test the Portal with a limited number of respondents.  In early August 2022, SSA requested the advocacy groups and other stakeholder parties to submit suggested participants who could help SSA develop and test the web-based Portal.  Once SSA received a list of 11 pre-selected appointed representative practice groups (some individuals and some groups of appointed representatives) who would participate in the testing, SSA requested each representative practice group to identify authorized Portal user participants for the practice group.  Participants provided information to register as a Portal user for the practice group.  To access the Portal, SSA required participants to establish a mySocial Security account.  When entering the Portal website, participants established authentication through mySocial Security before accessing the Portal.

Once the participants registered as Portal users, SSA then requested they submit availability for their practice groups for January 2023 hearings to the test Portal website.  SSA provided the participants with training on how to do so.  Initially, the Portal formatting was more cumbersome and had fewer cut and paste features.  Each month as the 11 test participants submitted availability for hearings through the Portal, SSA asked for their feedback and scheduled meetings with the participants to discuss improvements to the Portal.  As a result, SSA created a straightforward, user-friendly tool that provides participants a summary of their entries before submission to confirm accuracy.  Testing occurred from September 2022 through November 2022 to schedule hearings in January through April 2023  

During the first phase of testing, SSA gave the respondents a defined number of days to submit their availability for hearings.  SSA also requested daily feedback from respondents to better monitor their experiences as they tested the Portal.

Feedback from the 11 Pilot Participants:
· During testing, participating representatives provided valuable feedback that SSA used to improve Portal functionality.  SSA encouraged participants to submit feedback as often as they desired through an established email inbox.  

· This feedback included a request for a way to quickly duplicate specific availability information to multiple dates.  
· In response to that request, SSA added a feature that allows respondents to copy the data inputs from one date and paste it to additional dates with only a few “clicks.”  

· Testing participants also asked submitted feedback asking for confirmation that their availability was successfully submitted.  

· In response, SSA added messaging functionality to the Portal that alerts users that they are about to submit their availability and provides a summary of the submission.  The message also warns users that changes cannot be made within the Portal after submission.  Users then have the option to cancel or submit their entries.  Once the user clicks “Submit,” the Portal displays an additional message alerting them that the submission was successful.  At that point, users can select a quick link to add availability for a different region.  

· During testing, SSA asked test participants to simultaneously send their availability via email to determine the accuracy of the Portal submissions. 
 
· When SSA found discrepancies between the participants’ emailed availability and the availability sent via the Portal, SSA followed up with the affected participants.
  
· Through these interactions, SSA identified areas within the Portal that warranted more explanation or clearer directions for representatives.  
Specifically, SSA modified the labels of several fields, included instructions, and added information icons next to certain fields that gave a detailed explanation of how to complete the fields.  SSA also found that respondents’ use of the “back” button on their browser caused some issues with the Portal. Therefore, to assist with Portal navigation, SSA added a link to allow the respondent to easily return to the home screen.   
Overall, participants responded positively to the Portal, as well as to the changes and features created during testing.  The additional Portal functionality which SSA added during testing gradually decreased the number of discrepancies found between participants’ email and Portal submissions.  An analysis of the availability submitted through the Portal and by email for hearings to be scheduled for November 2023, due by June 1, 2023, revealed no discrepancies.  At that time, SSA gave participants the option to submit future availability through the Portal or via email, but not through both methods.  Most participants chose to submit availability through the Portal.  
Changes to the Portal Based on Feedback:
· SSA added copy and paste features to allow quick posting of duplicate data.

· SSA added a summary of proposed submissions prior to final input.
· SSA added a confirmation of submission screen to show respondents they submitted successfully.

· SSA modified the labels of several fields for clarity and added information icons with detailed explanations of how to complete the field.

· SSA added navigational buttons to return to previous screens, due to a request from the respondents.

During the testing period, SSA employees dedicated to the process were available by email and phone to the test participants.  The dedicated employees answered calls and emails that relayed feedback or concerns from the respondents, prompting the above changes to improve the Portal.  These employees promptly addressed any technical issue or training needs from the respondents.

Overall Reception from Advocates and Stakeholders to the Portal:

Since the appointed representative community requested SSA design a consistent and standardized electronic process to submit their availability for hearing appearances, the test participants were eager to be involved in the new process for submitting availability.  They appreciated the ease of providing their availability through the Portal and that they could see the direct impact their feedback had on the product.  The participants’ overall response was very positive.  In addition, the appointed representative community, including the National Organization of Social Security Claimants’ Representatives (NOSSCR) and National Association of Disability Representatives (NADR), appreciate that SSA partnered with them to meet their long-standing request to create a web-based, streamlined, standardized, and effective hearing scheduling process.

SSA expects to implement the Portal for all representatives use for submission of their monthly availability.  We anticipate the appointed representative and advocacy community will appreciate the improved customer experience regarding the scheduling process.
