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Webinar Logistics 

• All on mute. Use Questions function for substantive questions 
and for technical concerns. 

• Problems with getting on to the webinar? Send an e-mail to 
trainings@justiceinaging.org. 

• Find materials for this training and past trainings by searching 
the Resource Library, justiceinaging.org/resource-library. A 
recording will be posted to Justice in Aging's Vimeo page at the 
conclusion of the presentation, vimeo.com/justiceinaging. 

• Enable closed captioning by selecting “CC” from the Zoom 
control panel. 
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Justice in Aging is a national organization that uses 
the power of law to fight senior poverty by securing 
access to affordable health care, economic security, 
and the courts for older adults with limited 
resources. 
Since 1972 we’ve focused our efforts primarily on 
fighting for people who have been marginalized and 
excluded from justice, such as women, people of 
color, LGBTQ+ individuals, and people with limited 
English proficiency. 
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Want to receive Justice in Aging 
trainings and materials? 

Join Our Network! 

Go to justiceinaging.org and click 
“Sign up” or send an email to 
info@justiceinaging.org. 
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About Stacy Cloyd 

• Stacy Cloyd is a Senior Staff Attorney in the Public 
Benefits Unit at Legal Aid DC. She represents public 
benefit applicants and recipients, with a special interest 
in benefits administered by the Social Security 
Administration. Before starting at Legal Aid DC in 
September 2025, Stacy provided direct representation, 
mentorship and training, and policy analysis and 
advocacy on Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) 
and Supplemental Security Income (SSI) matters in a 
variety of government and nonprofit settings. Stacy 
graduated from Smith College. She has degrees in law 
and urban planning from the University of Michigan. 
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About Stephen Pozgay 
• Stephen has been with Senator Wyden’s team for 

over 4 years, mainly handling Congressional 
Inquiries with federal agencies, on behalf of 
Oregonians.  His portfolio includes SSA, CMS, HUD, 
OPM, and FEMA, as well as other housing- and 
healthcare-related issues. Prior to this work, he 
was with the local public library system, in a variety 
of roles, for over a dozen years. Stephen has lived 
in Portland longer than anywhere else in his life, 
though he grew up in the Minneapolis and Boston 
areas. 
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About Eve Rutzick 
• Eve Rutzick is the Public Benefits Lead at Change Well 

Project. She develops and leads trainings, and creates 
tools for public benefits advocates to be able to do 
their work in efficient and effective ways. With over 
fifteen years’ experience practicing Social Security 
disability law, Eve brings a deep knowledge of Social 
Security policy and advocacy to her work. Prior to 
joining Change Well Project, Eve was an interim 
directing attorney, supervising attorney, and senior staff 
attorney at Inner City Law Center, as well as a 
supervising attorney and senior attorney advisor at the 
Social Security Administration and staff attorney at the 
Eviction Defense Network in Los Angeles. 
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About Katie Savin 

• Katie Savin is an assistant professor of social work at 
California State University, Sacramento, the Ford Fellow 
in Disability Policy Research at the National Academy of 
Social Insurance, and an Innovator with the Benefits 
Futures Studio. 

• Their research focuses on disability policy, 
administrative burden, the welfare state, and disability 
bioethics. Using community-informed qualitative and 
mixed methods, their work centers the lived 
experiences of disabled people in policy analysis, with 
an emphasis on Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 
recipients. Their work is informed by their past 
experience as an SSDI recipient and their background 
as a medical social worker. 
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“IN THE LAST YEAR, IT’S GOTTEN A LOT WORSE”: 
BARRIERS TO DISABILITY BENEFITS IN 2025 

KATIE SAVIN, CALLIE FREITAG & MATT BORUS 

Scan for full report: 
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Creating the Report (1 of 2) 
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Administrative, organizational, and 
policy changes at SSA affecting access 

to benefits 

Loss of public access to customer 
service data; prev. barriers to access 

Qualitative interviews with attorney 
& non-attorney reps of SSI/DI 

claimants during summer 2025 

52 legal service providers from 32 
organizations representing > 8,000 SSI/DI 

claimants across the (former) SSA 10 regions 

Creating the Report (2 of 2) 
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Worsening Access to Disability 
Benefits 

Changes to 
phone systems 

Restricted field 
office access 

Staffing cuts & 
reassignments 

Longer 
processing; 

more denials 

Increased 
overpayments; 
payment delays “Getting 

stuck in 
a loop” 

“I just have so many cases that are 
stuck in purgatory because they 
don’t have enough workers to work 
them, and they don’t have enough 
workers to answer the phone to tell 
me what’s happening to them.” 
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stuck in purgatory because they 
don’t have enough workers to work 
them, and they don’t have enough 
workers to answer the phone to tell 
me what’s happening to them.” 

“Now with the new change, 
it's pretty easy to get a human 
on the line. They just can't 
help you.”
“They are meeting every single 
eligibility standard, and they’re 
just getting denied.” 
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Worsening Access to Disability 
Benefits 

“I just have so many cases that are 
stuck  in purgatory because they 
don’t have enough workers to work 
them, and they don’t have enough 
workers to answer the phone to tell 
me what’s happening to them.” 

“Now with the new change, 
it's pretty easy to get a human 
on the line. They just can't 
help you.” 
“They are meeting every single 
eligibility standard, and they’re 
just getting denied.” 

“They're not getting notices 
for the check problems… 
clients are getting cut off 
without notice.” 

“I've never seen a delay in 
getting paid this bad, ever.” 
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Consequences are Dire & 
Differential 

“They are losing access 
to their housing. They’re 
losing their food 
services... I'd say 25 
percent become 
homeless while we're 
working with them.” 
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Consequences are Dire & 
Differential 

“They are losing access 
to their housing. They’re 
losing their food 
services... I'd say 25 
percent become 
homeless while we're 
working with them.”

“This woman is dying. 
She’s going to die. She 
has a very serious 
medical condition, and 
she’s living outside.” 

“This woman is dying. 
She’s going to die. She 
has a very serious 
medical condition, and 
she’s living outside.” 
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Consequences are Dire & 
Differential 

“Most of our clients have 
not been successful at 
creating accounts…It 
prevents them from 
accessing this whole world 
that Social Security is 
envisioning makes things 
easier.” 
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Consequences are Dire & 
Differential 

“Most of our clients have 
not been successful at 
creating accounts…It 
prevents them from 
accessing this whole world 
that Social Security is 
envisioning makes things 
easier.” 

Not everyone has a reliable internet 
connection and not everyone's 
comfortable using the 
internet…people who aren't 
computer savvy, who don't have 
reliable internet access…someone 
who's in their 20s, but unhoused 
[and] someone who's in their 70s 
and having issues with memory 
loss.” 

“People who have any sort of 
speech issues or hearing 
issues are not going to be 
able to navigate that menu 
effectively at all.” 

“Has there ever been a fear 
before now that SSA was 
gonna comply with some 
crazy order to share all kinds 
of data? No, there [h]asn't.” 
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Erosion of Accountability 
Mechanisms 

“The biggest change is 
that… right now I don’t 

have email addresses for 
the people who used to 
be my problem solvers.” 
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Erosion of Accountability 
Mechanisms 

“The biggest change is 
that… right now I don’t 

have email addresses for 
the people who used to 
be my problem solvers.” 

“As quickly as we think 
we have a contact, 
they’re gone, or they’re 
retired. It makes it 
doubly  hard getting 
anything  done… we don’t 
know  where the 
expertise is in an office to 
get the answers that we 
need.” 

“[when we encounter] 
very egregious mistakes 
or errors…now we don’t 
have anybody to go to for 
that.” 
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“Like screaming into a black hole” 

“My hands are 
completely tied. I feel 
like I have a gag order. 
It's really depressing… 
We, up until this year, 
had multiple ways to 
escalate a case.” 
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“Like screaming into a black hole” 

“My hands are 
completely tied. I feel 
like I have a gag order. 
It's really depressing… 
We, up until this year, 
had multiple ways to 
escalate a case.” 

“I'm convinced there's 
a great big trash can 
underneath the fax 
machine… Even when 
we're doing electronic 
filings, electronic 
appeals, they just kind 
of disappear.” 
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Impacts on Advocates & 
Organizations 

“I get a lot of calls from people who 
simply just want our help trying to 
get in contact with Social Security…. 
It kind of gets to a point for us that I 
think we all also get a little bit 
frustrating…there's very little, you 
know, on our end of things that we 
are actually able to do.” 
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Impacts on Advocates & 
Organizations 

“I get a lot of calls from people who 
simply just want our help trying to 
get in  contact with Social Security…. 
It kind of gets to a point for us that I 
think we all also get a little bit 
frustrating…there's  very little, you 
know, on our end of things that we 
are  actually able to do.” 

“We have to make four phone 
calls when we send one piece of 
paper, to make sure it's received 
and processed and understood 
and interpreted in a way that 
helps the client.” 

“It used to be that... if 
something went wrong, that's 
when you would need a 
lawyer... now you're needing an 
attorney to make sure 
something gets off someone's 
desk.” 

“If you're doing that with a 
number of cases, it's really 
cutting into the number of cases 
you can really competently 
represent.” 
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Recommendations 

Staff up Expand walk-in 
services 

End automatic 
phone rerouting 

Return OP 
withholding rate 

to 10% 

Timeliness & 
accuracy of 

claim processing 

Alternatives to 
online and AI-
based systems 

Protect 
immigrant 
claimants 

Ongoing 
stakeholder 

communication 
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Social Security Administration 
Hierarchy and Business Processes 



SSA Operations – Field Office 
Positions and Hierarchy 

Can be good resources to 
get things done 

Assistant District 
Manager (ADM) 

First line supervisors for 
either T2 or T16 

Operations Supervisors 
(OS) 

Manages all field offices in 
defined area. 

Area Director (AD) 

Field Office Manager 

District Manager (DM) 

Assigned specific cases, 
often in separate SSI/SSDI 

units 

Claims Specialists (CS) 

Field office counters and 
answer phones 

Customer Service Reps 
(CSR) 

Specially trained for more 
complex issues; separate 

SSI/SSDI 

Technical Experts (TE) 
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SSA Hearing Operations – 
Hearing Offices 

Chief Judge 

Hearing Office Chief 
Administrative Law Judge 

(HOCALJ) 

Assigned individual cases for 
adjudication 

Administrative Law Judges 
(ALJs) 

Office of Hearing Operations (OHO) 
Manager 

Hearing Office Director (HOD) 

Judges’ assistants; often assigned to 
specific judges 

(Senior) Case Technicians (CT, 
SCT) 

Attorneys and non-attorneys; 
first-line supervisors 

Group Supervisors (GS) 

Decision writers 

(Senior) Attorney 
Advisors 

Schedule hearings; often 
assigned to specific judges 

Schedulers 

Often rotating SCTs 

Receptionists 
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Disability Determination Services 
– Office Positions and Hierarchy 

Head of office 

Bureau Chief 

Can be a good ally 

Public Relations Specialists 

First line supervisors 

Managers 

MDs/PhDs/PsyDs who review medical 
records and make determinations 

Medical Consultants (MCs) 

Specially-trained laypeople who 
review medical records and make 

suggestions for the MCs 

Analysts 
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Best Places to Exert Pressure 
Aside from contacting Members of Congress 

Operations 

Technical 
Experts 

Public Affairs 
Specialists 

District Managers 
or Assistant 

District Managers 

Area Director 

Regional 
Communications 

Director 

Hearings DDS 

Group 
Supervisors 

Head of Hearing 
Hubs A-E 

Hearing Office 
Directors 

Bureau Chiefs 

Public Relations 
Specialists 
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Questions? 
Katie Savin – 

savin@csus.edu 
Eve Rutzick – 

eve@changewellproject. 
org 

Stephen Pozgay – 
stephen_pozgay@wyden. 

senate.gov 
Stacy Cloyd – 

scloyd@legalaiddc.org 
Kate Lang – 

klang@justiceinaging.org 

Justice in Aging on LinkedIn 

mailto:savin@csus.edu
mailto:eve@changewellproject.org
mailto:stephen_pozgay@wyden.senate.gov
mailto:scloyd@legalaiddc.org
mailto:klang@justiceinaging.org
https://www.linkedin.com/company/justice-in-aging/
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