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file. In addition, an estimated 1,615 widow(er)s, if adequately informed at the time of filing, 
would have received approximately $42.6 million in survivor benefits collectively over their life 
expectancies. Significantly, the audit also determined that SSA had not properly informed the 
claimants of their option to delay or withdraw and resubmit their application for widow(er) 
benefits, despite the fact that agency policy required them to do so. Finally, the audit determined 
that the agency lacked adequate controls to alert employees as to when they should inform 
widow(er) claimants of these options and, in particular, of the benefits of waiting until FRA to 
file. 
 

In his comments,  expressed concern that SSA would elect to forego any 
corrective action related to reimbursement of affected claimants, as it did in his previous 
disclosure.4 OSC requested that SSA provide specific information on the agency’s plans to 
address the findings of the report. In response, the agency provided a detailed plan to review and, 
where appropriate, reimburse both the group of beneficiaries identified in the audit’s random 
sample, as well as the remaining population of over 20,000 beneficiaries affected by this unique 
issue. The agency confirmed that it would send written notification to each of the affected 
beneficiaries advising them of their option to continue with their existing benefits or withdraw 
and resubmit for widow(er) benefits, at which point it would advise the beneficiaries of the 
advantages and disadvantages of filing a new application. The agency confirmed it would review 
each new application on a case-by-case basis in accordance with agency guidelines. The agency 
also confirmed it had instituted new training and control measures to ensure that employees were 
alerted to their obligation to inform widow(er) claimants of these options going forward. 
 

I commend  for his vigilance in reporting these matters to OSC. Thanks to 
’ unrelenting advocacy, these widow(er) beneficiaries have a renewed opportunity 

to maximize their lifetime benefits, and in turn, enjoy increased economic well-being, support, 
and peace of mind. I also commend SSA for taking corrective action to ensure each beneficiary 
receives a fair opportunity to re-file for maximum benefits. I find the reports meet all statutory 
requirements and the findings appear reasonable. As required by 5 U.S.C. § 1213(e)(3), I 
have sent a copy of this letter, the report, and ’ comments to the Chairs and 
Ranking Members of the Senate Committee on Finance and the House Committee on Ways and 
Means. 

      

Respectfully,  

          
Henry J. Kerner 

     Special Counsel 
Enclosures 

 
4 In this case, OSC File Number DI-16-5419,  alleged that SSA employees improperly enrolled 
widow(er) claimants for survivor benefits and Retirement Insurance Benefits simultaneously, to their potential 
financial detriment. After substantiating the matter, SSA conducted an audit to ascertain how many claimants were 
affected and initiated additional policy training and safeguards to address the issue. However, SSA declined re-open 
and reimburse affected claimants, citing the agency’s Rule of Administrative Finality. 




