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Plain Language Pays Off for Social Security

by Carolyn Boccella Bagin, Center for Clear Communication, Inc.

t the beginning, the task seemed it sends out tax forms every year — and tax forms
Ainsurmountable. .. Send every working American don’t have the same degree of personalization!)

a personalized statement that shows them an

estimate of what their Social Security benefits
will be when they retire — and mail it to them every
year.

That was the task Congress assigned to the Social
Security Administration (SSA) in 1989 when it passed a
law requiring SSA to send every working American 25
years old and older an annual statement about their

Give people a detailed record of their eamnings in a benefits. At the time, any worker could receive the

way that they can check the figures for accuracy. Make original statement, called Personal Earnings and Benefits
sure that all readers ranging from ages 25 through 65 Estimate Statement, on request. And those who were 60
will be able understand what Social Security means to years old or older received one automatically. But the
them now and in the future. Create something that is new requirement changed the focus of the task instantly
easy to produce and fairly inexpensive to mail. Write and and dramatically.

design this document for everyone from the college
graduate to the barely literate. ...And be sure to
communicate clearly to everyone in the process.

A daunting task

V¥ That’s 125 million readers a year, 10 million a

month, 500,000 a day In the largest customized mailing ever undertaken

¥V That’s 40,000 pounds of mail a day, costing $70 Pihe govanentjcoinunic Mto clepiy Will::,

million dollars a year A 125 million readers a year,
¥V That’s the largest customized mailing every A 10 million a month,

undertaken by a federal agency. (The Internal
Revenue Service’s mailing isn't even this large when

4 500,000 a day...

Center for Clear Communication, Inc.
26 Hawthorn Court ~ Rockville, MD 20850-2028
(301) 340-1747 Clearly@aol.com

For communication that’s clearly better 1 —



Suddenly, the audience was vastly larger and much
more diverse than ever before. Now the work experience
and interest-level of the readers differed immensely.
The new statement took on a national visibility it never
had before. And now the costs of failure were incredibly

higher.

Imagine the costs of any fraction of 125 million
disgruntled people calling or writing with questions
about an unclear statement. How could SSA even begin
to handle the overwhelming workload if the new version
of the document failed in its mission?

When SSA staff recognized the depth of the problem
at hand, they asked the Center for Clear
Communication, Inc., for help in creating a clear, easy-
to-understand statement that could be produced
relatively inexpensively. Together, we designed a project
that covered all the important aspects of creating an
effective document — from analysis through testing to
refinement. The project that evolved was a classic case
study in how to create a plain-language document that
meets the needs of all its audiences — both internal and
external.

Here’s what happened.

From the Start, the Stakes Were High

The groundwork was laid for this project a number of
years ago. Historically, Social Security suffered an image
problem, partially because people didn’t understand
what Social Security was all about.

In 1996, according to a General Accounting Office
report to Congress (SSA Benefit Statements: Statements
Are Well Received by the Public, But Difficult to
Comprehend), public confidence in the nation’s largest
federal program was low. Government officials thought
that, by giving people regular statements about their
Social Security benefits, they could help people
understand the program better and polish their image.

This could be true — but only if the new documents
were clear, easy to understand, and easy to read.
Research has shown that when organizations signal to
their customers that they care about them by
communicating clearly and effectively with them, people
will thank the organizations, will speak highly of those

organizations to others, and will generally spread the
good word about how they have been treated. However,
the idea would backfire if the documents weren't
effective. If organizations send people documents that
they can’t read or can’t understand without effort,
people complain, ask questions, and write letters. Poor
documents cost organizations precious time and
resources in terms of customer representative hours,
phone calls, follow-up correspondence, and reputation.

And at this point, in many ways, Social Security
couldn’t afford to make a mistake.

The Original Statement Was Flawed

The original statement SSA developed — a six-page
document called Personal Earnings and Benefit Estimate
Statement — automatically went to workers who were 60
years old and was intended to give them information
about their yearly earnings and their eligibility for SSA
benefits. It also explained basic information about SSA
programs and benefits.

Rightly, the government was concerned about the
clarity and usefulness of the statement when its audience
expanded drastically as a result of the legislation.

Our preliminary review of the statement uncovered a
number of flaws that needed to be fixed before the
document could even begin to meet its goal. And,
ironically, the traditional “plain language” issues of word
selection, active voice, and paragraph length had already
been solved, but still the document suffered from a great
many defects that impeded readability.

Some problems that our initial assessment revealed:

V Readers missed part of the message largely because
of the placement, presentation, and sequence of
information. For instance, the first page was not
obvious. A simple thing, you'd think, but people
didn’t know where the document began, largely
because of an awkward fold and a down-played
cover design. The unwieldy layout — heightened by
a densely packed message from the Commissioner
— almost guaranteed that readers” eyes would glaze
over if they paused on the page. Even the best-
intentioned readers didn’t stand a chance of starting
out on the right foot.

Center for Clear Communication, Inc.
26 Hawthorn Court  Rockville, MD 20850-2028
(301) 340-1747 Clearly@aol.com

For communication that’s clearly better



The first page of the original statement

Your Personal Earnings and Benefit Estimate Statement (}bb SECO.%'
from the SOCIAL SECURITY ADMINISTRATTON o Y
fISR\NA

Husa

B M &

February 21, 1996 %NI L PS\

5
JANE Q PUBLIC

123 MAIN STREET
WASHINGTON, DC 20225-00K)

A Message from the Commissioner of Social Seeurity

Last year, the Soclal Security Administration sent a Personal Earnings and Beacfit Eslimate Slaterent to every Amerivan
60 years uf age or older.who was not receiving Social Security berefits. The putpose of the mailing was to help tose
individuals understard the value of Sucia Secuarity in their lives as they plar their financial frture. This vear, we ate
sunding the statement to people like gnumelf who are (or soon will bej age 60.

This statement shuws the estimated amowat of Social Security betuefits you and vour family may be eligible for now and
in the future. The slatement also livls the ee mings your Err?rloyers {7 youu, if yow're self-amployed) have veporied to Social
Security over the years. I your records dom't apree, please let us know right away. That s important because your hencfits
will be based an our rweords of your earn’ngs.

Kewp in mind, Sozial Security benefits gre not intended to mmeet al. your fingncla, needs. For example, wien you retire,
vou'll orobably nead other ‘ncome, such as savings or a pension.

I's also impottant to remember that Social Security protection offers more than retiremnen| benefiis, Most workers have
Social Security disability coverage to prolect them brom loss of income if they become severely disabled. Inoadd i,
financial protection is available to vour family threugh Socizl Security survivors bonefits it you shoudd die.

Tohelp you better undersiand the basic facts aboul Social Security, we have included some frespuently askid questions
on the back of this statement, If you have other sueshiors, we ll be slaad to answer thent.

[or over B0 years, Social Securily has wurked for all of us ard for e famnilics. The Socisl Scourity Yoard of Trustees
projects that the: system will contimuz to have adequate resources to pay henefits in full fur more than 30 years. This means
there is ime for the Congress 1o make changes necde:? tir safeymard the program's fineneial future, 1 am confident these
actiomng will result in the continuation of the American public's widespread support for Spclal Security.

We look farward to serving you today and in the future.

Shiriey 5. Chater
Commisaioner of Social Security

This starement provides information abet your own Scaial Securily record only. Tt does
nct talk about Social Secrity benefits you are nuw getiing or might zet in the future on
anyone else s reenrd, We zsed the rollowmg wnformation o preparc your statemani:

You and Your
Social Security

Yeur Namw .., .. Co . Jane (3. Public
Your Socisl E;ccunw Numbcr ............................. XK R XXX
Your Dateof Birth . . ... ... ... (... ... e April 26, (937
Estimated Futura Earmings 199500 . ... ... L Ll . §33.375
Other Social Socurity Mumbers Also Assigned o You ... .. cee eeovoo., None

Start out on the right foot. It
needs a new name that’s
easy to understand and
easy to say.

This type is too densely packed. It
lacks leading (white space
between the lines) and it doesn’t
differentiate enough between
paragraphs.

The line length is too long for
the type size. The overall effect
does not invite reading.

Some of the information is out of
sequence.

Highlight important information.
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V The information lacked a context and, from the start,
allowed too much room for confusion. Important
messages were buried and readers couldn’t scan for

key details.

V The document’s structure was not clear at a glance.
Readers couldn’t immediately comprehend what the
components of the document were and in which
sequence they should read them. There was no
visible pathway through the document, especially
frustrating because the document was short and
should have been easy to navigate.

V The document failed to give readers the information
they needed, in a place that they needed it. Key
details were scattered. In fact, on one page alone,
we found 6 references to information that was on
other pages — and the document was only 6 pages
long to begin with.

V The presentation had a grayness about it, making it
difficult to read quickly. Visual relief was needed to
help readers see the unspoken hierarchy in the
information. And, perhaps most important, as with
many documents that live over time in large
organizations, the disorganization betrayed the
document’s development. The document appeared
to have been the result of too many authors, each
adding a separate piece at different times, without a
designated authority to review the entire document
from the eyes of its readers.

To be effective, countless improvements had to be
made to the document while still balancing the needs of
the staff and production system.

Carefully Planned Steps Led to Success

We rolled up our sleeves and followed a plan to ensure
that we covered all the necessary areas. Working closely
with key SSA staff, we:

V¥V analyzed the original document, its history of
problems and successes, and its constraints;

V¥ held intensive interviews of all staff members who
came into contact with the statement — legal and
programming staff, communication and publication

personnel, customer service representatives, top
managers — to uncover the real constraints, as
opposed to the assumed constraints built up in
institutional memory.

V¥ developed four different prototypes (both the
language and design) of a new statement that would
solve the problems in different ways.

The Process Paid Off

As a result of this project, more than 125 million working
Americans each year now receive a statement that
communicates clearly and effectively, in a language they
understand, in a design that they find inviting and
comfortable. Independent organizations have verified
our findings. For instance, according to the January 2000
issue of Public Relations Tactics, a Gallup survey
confirmed that “the results to date are glowing. The new
Social Security statements have played a significant role
in increasing Americans” understanding of Social
Security.” And, as if that weren’t enough evidence of
success, Joan Wainwright, Social Security’s Deputy
Commissioner for Communication, reported that “the
total number of people calling with questions is less than
half what was anticipated” — thus, saving both staff time
and money.

The new Social Security Statement also won Vice
President Gore’s Plain Language Award in October,
1999. As Vice President Gore noted, “Millions of
Americans depend on Social Security, and by making
critical information simpler and more easy to
understand, we are better serving the public.” We're
proud that we played an instrumental role in the
development of such a highly visible government
document.
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The new look of the statement

Your Social Security Statement
Prepared especially for Jos ephine Q. Public

JOSEFHINE Q PUELIC
125 MADY 5TREET
AMTTOWIT USA LILLL-11LL

See inside for yow
personal informa fon =

Teare sandlnsy‘ml this Soaal Sawriry Swemen: ©
lhelp vou beter undersand what Social Securicy
means to vou and your Amily We hope vou'll
find it usefulin planning vour fnancial fuw re.

Inside voull find esdmaces of the Social
S IIH[.‘\’ bnnnn. Llﬂd!r currenc Il\"‘ d]l L!.'Ull J"d
vour family may be sligible for nowand inthe
future. The saemencalso lise the earnings vour
emplovers (or vou, ifvou're self~emploved) have
reporied to Social Securier IFvour records don't
agree, please let us know rightaway

Social Security is for people of all ages

Social Securior is more chan jusca progra m for
retired people. Ithelps people of all ages in many
ways. Whe ther vou're young orold, maleor
fermale, singleor with a family — Social Securior
plays an imperancrole atsome poincin your hife.
It can help vou when you need it most by giving
vou benefits when vou redre ar ifyou become
severelydisabled . Social Securior may also help
SlIIJFl]rL‘.,UlIf EI]‘IiI\: '\"I}l" ‘.'Dll dll

Work to build a secure future

Social Securier was never intended o be vour
on kv source of income when you retre ar
become disabled or be your Rmilys only income

v What Social Security Means to You

when youdie When you swp working, voull
probably need ocher income as well Think of
Social Securiey asa foundacion on wwhich vou can
build 2 more sacure future. Social Securnier will
supplement the income you have from pension
plans, savings,and investments.

About Social Security's future...

Some people are concerned that Social Securier
won't be there when they retire. The progam
has changed in the pasc to meet the demands of
the umes and musede so again. Today, the
challenge is how w0 sohe long-range Social
Security financing problems. Aldwugh fiwre
changes could affect the overall level ofbenefis,
weare working o find responsible solutonsso
vouand vour family will benefitin the fuwre
fram Social Scurivyas yvour parens and
grandparens have bensfited in the pase.

Kenneth S. Aplel

Coms mzmnm efisad Sccur,

What’s inside...

¥ AlcokarBerefiz Sou Could Fece re

¥ Sour LiknmeBamings ara G lance

' Sﬂ": FEE .‘,A.bﬂul Sacl.l' sn:uhr.' teseanans
¥ I7%u Heed More Infornarion

- =

P 554-N0-3MTEST 3 568
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