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Executive Summary 

The Social Security Administration (SSA) performs essentially all IT program work in-house with 
a predominately Federal workforce utilizing SSA-owned and operated infrastructure and 
systems. It is from within the SSA Federal employee workforce of about 3,500 that SSA 
cultivates and develops IT program and project managers. 
 
In April 2007, the Office of Federal Procurement Policy (OFPP) issued a memorandum titled 
‘The Federal Acquisition Certification for Program and Project Managers’.  The memorandum 
prompted SSA to formalize and expand existing Project/Program Management (PM) 
development initiatives.  
 
Today’s program managers must not only master traditional core competencies, but also 
conquer a whole host of new challenges and pressures. Without recognizing factors and 
influences facing IT programs, providing the tools and training needed for success, and 
identifying and developing the most talented cadre of managers, poor outcomes are near 
certain. 
 
SSA’s commitment to program management excellence is strong and institutionalized. Program 
management development programs are sought out by SSA’s best and brightest, and have 
produced highly effective program managers.  
 
This document discusses challenges with program and project management, SSA’s efforts to 
formalize project management certifications within the Agency, and the impact it has had on 
SSA’s programs. 
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Challenge 

Prior to adopting a formalized project management credentials policy within SSA, there was no 
structured or prescribed process for ensuring or validating that project managers had the 
appropriate level of experience and skill in the myriad of competencies required to manage 
projects effectively or to apply industry standard project management practices.  This 
contributed to the increasing number of project risks and the inability to ensure the consistent 
application of structured and repeatable project management processes across the investment 
portfolio. 
 
Today’s program managers face additional challenges and complexities from external 
influences and oversight. Budget, political, environmental, emerging technology, transparency, 
multi-agency collaboration and a whole host of other considerations impact IT programs. It is 
SSA’s responsibility to position PMs for success as their roles expand.  

 

Solution  

In Fiscal Year 2007, SSA recognized the benefits of having certified PMs and embarked on a 
formalized program to obtain professional project management certifications for its employees 
managing large-scale IT programs.  This plan included three main components:  
 

1) Establishing and documenting experience, skill set and educational requirements,  

2) Developing fully documented PM certification packages for each PM candidate, and 
then either granting certification or developing personalized certification plans, and  

3) Ensuring PMs meet on-going certification requirements and are informed of changes 
within the PM community and job requirements. 

In that same year, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) issued a memorandum 
requiring program and project managers of major investments to be certified according to the 
Federal Acquisition Certification for Program and Project Managers (FAC-P/PM).  In response to 
the FAC-P/PM requirement, SSA produced a detailed compliance plan. 
 
The FAC-P/PM Senior/Expert Level takes into account the experience, competencies, 
proficiencies, and professional certifications of the applicants and specifies the minimum 
number of hours of learning and instruction required for various aspects of project 
management.   These aspects include developing integrated master plans, requirements 
management, acquisition, risk management, leadership, earned value management, and 
resource management.   SSA has a course curriculum designed that far exceeds all FAC-P/PM 
requirements. 
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Each program manager is individually certified in accordance with FAC-P/PM requirements.  
Certification approval is granted by an Acquisition Career Manager (ACM) only after a review 
board (consisting of OCIO, Systems and Training personnel) thoroughly evaluates each 
candidate’s relevant application/documentation.  Continued certification requires employees to 
meet continuous learning requirements. 
 
SSA invests heavily in program management development.  PM training curriculum includes 
over 50 courses available via classroom, internet, interactive video teletraining, video on 
demand, and university partnership program formats.  Courses include all mandatory and basic 
certification requirements as well as tailored content specific to SSA process and tools, and a 
large number of additional courses that SSA deems important for full PM development.  SSA 
requires additional instruction hours beyond what FAC-P/PM requires and also includes a heavy 
emphasis on IT architecture. 
 
A main feature of SSA’s PM development program is formal Project Management Office (PMO) 
support. The PMO is a centralized support organization that notifies PMs of training 
opportunities, tracks FAC-P/PM certification and re-certification progress, identifies rising 
stars,, and keeps PMs apprised of external influences affecting them (e.g. TechStat 
requirements, budgetary shifts, OMB guidance such as the 25 Point Implementation Plan to 
Improve Federal IT Program Performance, changes to reporting requirements on the Federal IT 
Dashboard, revisions to the OMB Exhibit 300s, etc.) 
 

Results 

In Fiscal Year 2007, SSA sponsored its first class of 15 project managers who achieved Project 
Management Professional (PMP) certification.  In 2008, 15 additional SSA project managers 
were PMP certified and 11 were certified under FAC-P/PM requirements.  An additional seven 
employees earned FAC-P/PM certification in 2009.  In Fiscal Year 2010, seven employees were 
FAC-P/PM certified and 11 employees received their PMP certification.  SSA now has 25 
employees certified FAC-P/PMs and 41 that are PMP certified.  An additional 20 program 
managers are pending FAC-P/PM certification. 
 
Although an objective measure of the PM program is difficult, SSA has had no program failures 
(and few difficulties) since adopting the program.  SSA has also been recognized for superior 
PM competency during TechStats and other reviews/audits and has been sought out by Federal 
Acquisition Institute (FAI) and other PM leadership groups for input and participation.  Of SSA’s 
17 major investments on the Federal IT Dashboard, fewer than 20% have an overall score of 
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yellow, compared to 37% of major investments government-wide.  SSA has no major 
investments with an overall score of red on the Federal IT Dashboard. 
 
SSA’s PM development program is known and sponsored throughout headquarters. It is 
recognized by the IT investment review board and at the Deputy Commissioner and Associate 
Commissioner levels.  Recently, the IT investment review board reviewed the PM qualifications 
and certification status of an IT program at an internal TechStat.  The numbers of individuals 
involved in the program attest to its importance and success at SSA: 25 FAC-P/PM certified 
program managers, 20 pending FAC-P/PM program managers, and over 200 project managers.   
 

SSA Project Management Certifications 

 
 

 

Lessons Learned 

• Well-trained and experienced program and project managers are critical to the 
successful accomplishment of SSA’s Major IT investments. 

• Project /Program Manager certifications are one way to demonstrate that 
Project/Program Managers do have the necessary project management skills to be 
assigned to Major IT investments.   
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Related Information 

• OMB Memorandum  for Chief Acquisition Officers- The Federal Acquisition Certification 
for Program and Project Managers: 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/procurement/workforce/fed_acq_
cert_042507.pdf 

 

Disclaimer 

References to the product and/or service names of the hardware and/or software products 
used in this case study do not constitute an endorsement of such hardware and/or software 
products. 
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