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Empty Desks, Closed Doors:
AFGE Urges SSA and Congress to Prioritize Staffing and Worker Retention
Union Also Calls on Congress for Emergency Funding as Attrition Doubles and Offices Sit Dark
WASHINGTON, D.C. —AFGE Council 220, representing 25,000 frontline Social Security Administration (SSA) workers, is calling on the agency and Congress to take more meaningful and immediate action to address SSA's staffing and retention crisis — starting with diverting available funds toward hiring, better pay and benefits, and restoration of the successful hybrid telework model — and to provide emergency funding to rebuild frontline capacity after devastating workforce losses that have forced offices to close their doors while SSA searches for qualified personnel to staff them.
"We are encouraged by Commissioner Bisignano's recognition that SSA's field offices are essential," said Jessica LaPointe, President of AFGE Council 220. "But keeping offices open requires having someone to open them — and right now, we don't have enough people to do that in every office. We need the Agency and the Commissioner to act meaningfully on staffing, pay, and retention so that our workers can provide the service the public deserves."
A Retention Crisis the Commissioner Can Help Fix
After a decade and a half of chronic underfunding that has failed to keep pace with public need — and an agency-wide push to replace human service with internet self-service, chatbots, and AI — DOGE-directed reductions delivered the final blow, eliminating nearly 7,000 full-time positions, roughly 12% of SSA’s workforce, since FY2024. The result: forced closures and extended staffing gaps at offices across the country, including Decorah, IA; Cody, WY; Havre, MT; and others. Many offices that remain open are too understaffed to meet the growing needs of their communities. Mandatory reassignments of field office and support staff to the National 800-Number have left those offices with too few workers to handle rising caseloads, compounding hardship for communities already struggling with the high cost of living.
The agency’s attrition rate has nearly doubled, with Teleservice Centers experiencing some of the highest turnover rates at SSA. A January 2026 GAO report (GAO-26-107645) found that 37% of SSA employees planned to leave within a year — nearly half citing the loss of hybrid telework as a factor. More than half of FY2023 new hires said telework was a very important reason they accepted the job. Its elimination cost frontline workers thousands of dollars annually in commuting expenses at an agency where most are not paid a living wage. The GAO warned plainly: without a human capital plan to address these risks, SSA faces serious and growing skills gaps in mission-critical occupations — gaps that will directly harm the public’s ability to access the benefits they have earned.
The Agency should direct available funds toward staffing as a priority, reinstate our hybrid telework model, and improve worker pay and benefits to keep SSA competitive in the labor market. This will allow us to retain workers we can’t afford to lose. 
The Human Cost of Standing Still
In FY2025, 25 million calls to the national 800-number went unserved, with average wait times exceeding 59 minutes. Field offices are a lifeline for seniors, people with disabilities, those experiencing homelessness, and anyone without reliable internet access. The public is experiencing long delays for benefits and services in field offices due to understaffing and reassigned workers to answer national phone lines. The public does not want to rely on automated systems alone — whether calling the National 800-number or when their benefit claims are being processed. SSA’s programs are complex, and a mistake or oversight can mean months or longer without income for a family in crisis. Americans who have paid into these programs their entire working lives deserve timely service from well-trained, career federal employees with the institutional knowledge to serve them well.
What We Are Asking For
SSA has begun hiring approximately 750 telephone service representatives and 300 field office workers using FY2026 funds — a step in the right direction that Council 220 welcomes. But against a loss of nearly 7,700 positions, a doubling attrition rate, and 25 million unanswered calls in a single yea and long delays everywhere for earned benefits and services, these hires represent a fraction of what is needed. 
AFGE Council 220 calls on the Agency to:
1. Divert appropriate available funds immediately toward more frontline staffing as a stated agency priority
1. Restore a hybrid telework model to stem attrition and remain competitive in recruitment
1. Improve the pay and benefits package of the workers
1. Develop and implement a human capital plan, as recommended by GAO, to address staffing gaps before they become irreversible
Council 220 also calls on Congress to provide emergency supplemental funding of $3 billion for an additional 3,000–5,000 permanent telephone service representatives and up to an additional 20,000 frontline field office and support staff — to end field office reassignments to the National 800-Number and to begin digging field offices and support staff out of the backlogs and benefit processing delays caused by decades of inadequate staffing and acute DOGE-related workforce cuts that have severely burdened an already strained agency and have caused some offices to close, like in Decorah, Iowa,  while the search continues for personnel to run them.
“SSA’s workers are agile and deeply committed to serving the public wherever they need to be served. We stand ready to work with Commissioner Bisignano and Congress to get this right — but the time to act is now.” — Jessica LaPointe

About AFGE Council 220: AFGE Council 220 represents approximately 25,000 frontline SSA employees across field offices, Teleservice Centers, payment centers, and workload support units nationwide through 34 affiliate locals.
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