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The Honorable John D. Rockefeller IV
Chairman, Committee on Veterans’ Affairs
United States Senate

Dear Mr. Chairman:

Because of frequent complaints about the quality and timeliness of the
Department of Veterans Affairs’ (vA) claims processing, you expressed
interest in improving the quality of service vA provides to its customers. In
fiscal year 1993, va provided nearly $19 billion in nonmedical benefits to

veterans and their families. You asked that we determine how applicants
for benefits view the quality of va's services.

This report summarizes the results of our 1993 national survey of 1,400
recent applicants for vaA nonmedical benefits. In addition to assessing

customers’ overall satisfaction with va’s service, the survey highlighted
concerns in several key areas, including

« the time it takes to process claims,
« how va communicates with veterans and their families, and

« the frequency with which applicants have to resubmit documents to va in
support of their claims.

The survey also provided information about the extent to which (1) va

denies claims and (2) organizations other than va, such as veterans service
organizations, are involved in the claims process.

: . Although most applicants were satisfied, over a third were dissatisfied
Results in Brief with va's handling of their claims. (See fig. 1.) va has identified customer
concerns and is developing approaches designed to address them. The

concerns voiced by respondents to our survey have important implications
for those efforts to improve customer satisfaction.

Page 1 GAO/HEHS-94-179 VA Customer Satisfaction



B-251769

Figure 1: Applicants’ Opinions About
How VA Handled Their Claims
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Satisfied

Dissatisfied

The time it takes vA to process claims was by far the greatest source of
applicants’ dissatisfaction, according to our survey. va has recognized the
need to speed up its claims processing and has established timeliness
goals. However, even if those goals are met, many customers may remain
dissatisfied because they believe processing should be completed in less
time than the goals call for. For example, initial compensation applicants
thought claims should be processed in an average of 9 weeks, but va’s goal
for these claims is 15 weeks.

Communication with va was another major concern for applicants. Many
customers said they were dissatisfied, whether the communication was by
mail, by phone, or in person. For example, 40 percent of those who visited
a vaA office reported they did not get the information they needed. One
veteran’s comment may have summed up the issue for many: “It’s like you
can’t go to just one person and sit down and have them explain to you step
by step what you need to do for whatever problem . . ..” Applicants most
often wanted information about services and benefits available to them,
the status of their claims, and the reasons for the decisions on their claims.
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Scope and
Methodology

The need to resubmit documents to vA also inconvenienced applicants.
Twenty-two percent of applicants had to resubmit documents at least
once, Civilian documents such as marriage certificates were resubmitted
most often. Resubmissions cost applicants time and money and can
increase vA's workload and processing time.

Our study pointed out two other factors that may hold significant
implications for va’s efforts to improve customer satisfaction. First,
applicants whose claims were denied represented a significant
portion—36 percent-—of vA's customers. va knows very little about who
those applicants are, why their claims were denied, and what vA could do
to help these people. Second, 60 percent of va customers received service
from sources over which va has no authority, such as state and county
veterans offices and veterans service organizations. The extent to which
these other sources are involved highlights the need for continued

communication between va and these sources as va seeks to improve
customer satisfaction.

To obtain the views of vA’s customers, we surveyed a national random
sample of 1,400 applicants. These applicants’ claims were representative
of the claims completed at vA’s regional offices between April 1 and
July 13, 1993, for nine types of benefit claims. Appendix I provides more

details on our scope and methodology; appendix II provides a copy of the
questionnaire and customer responses.

We also conducted two focus groups, one with veterans who applied for
disability compensation and one with veterans’ survivors who applied for
initial death pension benefits. We spoke with representatives of veterans
service organizations, including the American Legion, Blinded Veterans
Association, Disabled American Veterans, Paralyzed Veterans of America,
and Veterans of Foreign Wars. In addition, we telephoned and visited state
and county veterans offices in Alabama, Florida, and Georgia.

To obtain information about va's current operations and efforts to improve
services, we reviewed VA's policies and procedures, data relative to claims
processing and timeliness standards and goals, current customer survey
efforts, and documentation outlining va plans and efforts to address
customer and congressional concerns. We also met with va officials at the
Washington, D.C., headquarters and at va’s regional offices in Atlanta,

Georgia; Montgomery, Alabama; New York City, New York; St. Petersburg,
Florida; and Washington, D.C.
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This report summarizes responses from applicants for nine types of
claims. Appendix ITI provides more detailed information about, and
highlights some differences among, the nine types of claims. Our review
was conducted from December 1992 to June 1994 and was performed in
accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards.

Background

vA's Veterans Benefits Administration is responsible for administering
benefit programs, such as disability compensation and pension. Veterans
and their families can apply for benefits through any of va's 58 regional
offices.! Veterans and their families also may seek assistance with va
benefits from a variety of sources, such as state and county veterans
offices and veterans service organizations. Other sources provide
assistance with specific benefits, such as funeral home directors with
burial benefits and school officials with education benefits.

va has recognized the need to improve services to veterans and is taking
steps designed to do so. Much of the emphasis has been on improving
timeliness of claims processing and reducing the backlog of claims, which
increased from 107,000 in 1988 to over 520,000 in 1993. vA has recognized,
for example, that it does not efficiently obtain documents necessary to
decide claims, it does not effectively control its records, and many staff
are not sufficiently trained.

va has undertaken three long-term initiatives. First, in December 1992, va
awarded a contract to implement a modernization plan designed to
improve operations through automation.? Second, vA is implementing total
quality management and is encouraging each regional office to develop
locally appropriate restructuring initiatives to improve operations. vA's
third major effort focuses on disability claims, which are usually the most
difficult and time consuming to process. In November 1993, the Secretary
of Veterans Affairs approved a package of recommendations designed to
improve processing of those claims. He gave regions until May 1995 to
develop plans to implement those recommendations and make other
changes to improve claims processing.

VA regional offices are located in each state, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, and the Republic

of the Philippines. New York, Texas, and Pennsylvania have two regional offices each, and California
has three.

ZAfter we pointed to the need for improved planning and oversight of VA's modernization efforts, VA
signed an agreement with the Office of Management and Budget to redirect its efforts. See Veterans
Benefits: Acquisition of Information Resources for Modernization Is Premature (GAO/IMTEC-03-6,

;*Iowgg 4?; 1992) and Veterans Benefits: Redirected Modernization Shows Promise (GAQ/AIMD-94-26, Dec.
, 1993).
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To help it develop short- and long-term goals, va conducted, by telephone,
a customer satisfaction survey between October and November 1992. In
January 1994, va published results for five programs: the Veterans
Assistance Service, which is responsible for answering customer inquiries
by phone or in person; compensation benefits; vocational rehabilitation;
and two insurance programs.® Although the response rates for these
surveys were relatively low, the findings were in many ways similar to
ours. VA intends to use survey findings to help establish priorities for
future service improvements and to develop goals and standards.

: Tim The time va takes to process claims was the greatest complaint among
gmt(; eZISl(I;g e %,S a those customers we surveyed.? Fifty percent of customers indicated
T1UC oncern ior

timeliness should be improved. This was the major concern regardless of

the type of claim, whether va approved the claim, and the applicants’
gender, age, or education level.

Applicants

Processing time historically has been a problem for va, and it is getting

worse.® va officials acknowledged this and attributed increased processing
time to several factors that are unlikely to change, such as the greater
complexity of claims.

In October 1992 va officials set goals for how long it should take to
process claims for fiscal year 1993. Those goals generally represent
improvement over actual processing times during a baseline period, but
the goals do not always meet customer expectations for reasonable
processing time. va’s goals for four types of compensation and pension
claims were longer than the average time customers said was reasonable
for processing claims. For example, va’s goal for processing initial
disability compensation claims is an average of 15 weeks. But applicants
reported that, on average, initial compensation claims should be processed
in 9 weeks. (See fig. 2.) va’s 1992 telephone survey of customers found

VA surveyed customers about nine prograrus in all, but does not anticipate publishing results for four
of these programs because response rates were too low or surveys could not be completed because of
technical difficulties.

Applicants for compensation claims were generally most dissatisfied with timeliness and the other
aspects of service discussed in this report. But, as the tables in appendix Il show, troublingly large

portions of applicants for other types of benefits expressed similar concems about key aspects of
service.

*Compensation and pension claims present the biggest problem. In 1989, we reported that VA took too
long to process these claims (see Veterans’ Benefits: Improvements Needed in Processing Disability
Claims, GAO/HRD-89-24, June 22, T983). In 1988, inftial disability compensation claims—gen

Clairms. erally
considered the most complicated—on average took 21 weels to process. In fiscal year 1993, they
averaged 27 weeks.

Page 5 GAO/HEHS-94-179 VA Customer Satisfaction



B-251769

similar expectations. On average, respondents in VA's survey said they
should get a final decision from va regarding a compensation claim in 10
weeks.

Figure 2: VA Not Meeting Customer
Expectations

Number of Weeks to Process
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Initial Disability Reopened Depondency and Initial Disabltity
Compensation Compensation Indemnity Pansion

or Pension Compensation
Types of Claims

l:] Average Processing Time (FY93)
VA Timeliness Goals

- Average Applicant Expectations

Our survey also indicated that vaA practices may affect applicants’
satisfaction level. Those who were not given an estimate of how long it
would take to process their claims were generally less satisfied. They were
more likely to indicate that vA’s processing time was unreasonable, that
VA's decision was unfair, and that they were dissatisfied with how va
handled their claims. Over 40 percent of applicants reported va did not
provide any estimate of when their claims would be decided; va policies do
not require an estimate to be given. (See fig. 3.)
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Figure 3: Satisfaction Levels of Those

Who Received Estimates and Those
Who Did Not
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However, giving an applicant an estimate of processing time can backfire
when the estimate is unrealistic. In that case, applicants’ dissatisfaction
levels can increase. For example, one compensation applicant said he had
been told it would take 5 to 6 months to process his claim, but instead it
took about 12 or 13 months. The applicant said that had va given him a
realistic estimate of the processing time, he would not have been so
dissatisfied and would not have repeatedly called va to check on the status
of his claim. va officials agreed that providing realistic estimates may also
reduce va's workload since customers would not telephone va to ask
about claim status until the estimated time had elapsed.®

%Our data did not allow us to deterraine the reasonableness of the estimates VA gave our respondents
because we did not have the actual processing time for each case.
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Many applicants were dissatisfied with their communication with va. Some
did not receive required communications from va. Others did not get the
information they needed whether the communication was by letter, phone
call, or personal visit. Poor communication greatly increases the potential
for dissatisfaction among customers and increases vA’s workload.

Many customers did not receive letters that va is required to provide.
Overall, about 34 percent of applicants did not indicate that they were
informed by letter that their application had been received, and 38 percent
of applicants whose claims had been completed did not indicate they
received a letter stating that from va.

Of those who said they received letters from, phoned, or visited va, over
one-third did not get most of the information they needed. (See fig. 4.)
Applicants were most interested in va (1) explaining the services and
benefits that are available, (2) keeping them informed on the status of
their claims, and (3) explaining the reasons for decisions. One applicant
said it would have been helpful if va had told him what information they
used to decide his claim. “That way,” he said, “when I appealed it, I would
know what to send them—what additional information I needed to send.”
Other applicants said they would like “an indication of the amount of time
it might reasonably take for benefits to reach the person” or “more
information on the questions [the applicants] asked—not general
information.”
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Figure 4: VA Often Does Not Provide

Most of the Information Applicants
Need
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For those who sought informational materials from va, the results were
similar. Of the 50 percent of our sample who requested informational
materials, more than one-quarter did not get them. Of those who received
the informational materials they requested, about one-quarter told us that
these materials did not contain most of the information they needed.

Despite not getting what they needed, over 80 percent of applicants said
that vA employees were courteous. And it appears courtesy helps mitigate
applicants’ dissatisfaction. One applicant said, “Their phone service is fine

They were helpful in telling me they knew nothing about when my claim

would be finished.” Likewise, discussion in our focus groups indicated
many problems with vA service, but some participants gave va a high
overall rating, citing courteous and friendly employees as the reason. Our
survey results also point to the positive effect of courtesy. For example,
applicants who contacted va by phone and reported that employees were

courteous were more likely to be satisfied (57 percent) overall with va’s
handling of their claims than dissatisfied (33 percent).
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Many Applicants Had
to Resubmit
Documents

The quality of vA communications with custorers has been a
long-standing problem.” va is developing approaches to address some of
the problems raised in our survey. For example, va is testing a variety of
software programs to allow written communications, including decision
letters, to be more informative and clearer. va also is implementing a plan
to change claims processing; in some regions, changes allow applicants to
directly contact the employees most knowledgeable about their claims.
This is a significant departure from the traditional way claims are
processed. Furthermore, by February 1994 va had begun sending form
letters to applicants every 90 days indicating that their claims were still in
process. While these changes are potentially significant, they may not
address situations where customers did not get information required or
requested or where veterans and their families need to understand benefits
and services before they apply.

Having to resubmit documents to support a claim adds to customer
dissatisfaction and the time it takes to process a claim. Twenty-two
percent of applicants had to resubmit a document. Applicants who
resubmitted documents were more likely to be dissatisfied than those who
did not have to resubmit. For example, 48 percent of those who
resubmitted records were dissatisfied, overall, with how va handled their
claim, corpared with 31 percent of those who did not have to resubmit
records.

Sixteen percent of applicants had to resubmit civilian documents, such as
birth certificates or marriage licenses, rather than military medical or
service records. Resubmitting civilian documents involves time and
expense on the part of the applicants. The following comments illustrate
the frustration some applicants felt.

“I have received as many as six demands for marriage certificates and birth certificates all
within days from each other . . . . [ am afraid to call the regional office anymore because
every time I do I get treated like it's my first contact with them, and the barrage of record
requests starts all over again.”

“I hand-delivered records [DD214-personal medical records] and they took photostats and
verified them only to have them say 19 days later that they never received them. . .. . The
confusion in the system leaves something to be desired . . . . I feel I lost to a system and
confusion.”

"Our 1989 report found several shortcomings in VA's communication with customers. For example, we
found that VA decision notices did not provide a clear and full explanation for VA actions and
decisions.
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va officials recognize this problem and identified some reasons applicants
may need to resubmit documents. One reason is that when documents are
submitted, they are not matched with the applicant’s claim file. This can
happen if the applicant does not provide the right information, such as
social security numbers, for va to determine which file the document goes
with. Or va might not be able to find the file. va’s current processing
procedures require a file to be handled by many different employees in
many different locations, and files are misplaced. va is beginning to

implement a bar code system to allow regional offices to better track the
Iocation of claim files within each region,

Another reason applicants have to resubmit documents is that they do not
understand vA’s document requirements. Particularly, some applicants do
not understand that va requires certified, not photocopied, documents. To
confirm this, one vaA regional official telephoned 12 applicants who had
been sent the usual form letter to request documents. Nine of the 12
applicants said that they had not understood from the letter that va wanted
certified copies of those documents, not photocopies. All of those
applicants then provided certified copies of the documents. If those
applicants had not been telephoned, at least some of them would have
sent uncertified documents. If they had, vA’s usual procedure would have
been to send the same form letter requesting the same documents. Some
vA regional offices are changing procedures to allow employees to call
applicants to clarify what documents are needed. Moreover, legislation has
been introduced to eliminate the requirement that documents be certified,
and even without such legislation, va is revising its regulations to allow
photocopies, rather than certified copies, for some purposes, such as

showing marriage or death.
D
urv i Our survey also highlighted two additional factors that could affect va's
(S)the?}ii‘lal:éqt;crztss efforts to improve customer satisfaction. First, applicants whose claims

are denied, about whom va has little information, constitute a large portion
Consider in of vA's customer base. And, second, many people other than va staff

infl . R . . .
Impr ovement Efforts uence applicants’ satisfaction with the claims process.

Information About Denied Applicants whose claims were denied represent a substantial portion of
Claims Could Be Valuable VA’s customers, but va knows little about them. These applicants were
for Improving Services consistently less satisfied and had more difficulty with all aspects of the
process.
Page 11
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Of those applicants who told us their claims were completed,® 36 percent
had been denied. (See fig. 5.)

Figure 5: How Applicants’ Claims Were
Decided

|
Fully Allowed

Denied

Partially Allowed

Note: “Partially allowed™ refers to those applicants who got some of the benefits they asked for,
but net all.

Figure excludes the 20 percent of our respondents who said their claims had not been
completed.,

Those whose claims were denied represented 45 percent of all applicants
who were dissatisfied. Their dissatisfaction levels with timeliness,
fairess, and overall processing of the claims were higher than those of
applicants whose claims were fully allowed. (See fig. 6.)

®Eighty percent of respondents indicated that their claims had been completed, that is, VA had fully
allowed, partially allowed, or denied their claims. The other 20 percent reported that their claims were
still pending, they did not know if their claims had been decided, or, for some other reason, their
claims were not final.

Page 12 GAO/HEHS-94-179 VA Customer Satisfaction

|
i
§
|
é
!
i
|
i
%
I
§
|
{



B-251769

Figure 6: Applicants’ Opinions About

VA, by How Their Claims Were
Decided
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Denied applicants had more trouble with the claims process than those
whose claims were fully allowed. For example

« They were less likely to have gotten informational materials they

requested (61 percent for denied claims versus 93 percent for fully allowed

claims).

+ They were more likely to say informational materials did not include most
of what they needed to know (33 percent versus 12 percent).

» They were more likely to indicate the letters from va did not contain most
of what they needed to know (55 percent versus 12 percent).

« They were more likely to state that telephone conversations with va did
not give them most of what they needed to know (64 percent versus

19 percent).

« They were more likely to state that visits to va offices did not give them
most of what they needed to know (68 percent versus 14 percent).

Page 13
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The areas identified by applicants whose claims were denied as most
needing to be improved mirrored those identified by applicants overall.
However, they were more concerned about improving explanations of
decisions and the helpfulness of employees. (See fig. 7.)

Figure 7: Ways Applicants Said VA Should Improve Service
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VA has little information about these denied applicants. For example, until
our survey, VA did not know what portion of all applications are denied
and, until its most recent customer survey, va did not include the views
and concerns of applicants whose claims were denied in assessing
customer satisfaction.
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VA does not keep data on denied claims that could allow it to assess the
implications of our survey’s findings or the adequacy of services it
provides to these applicants. Data could, for example, allow VA to
determine the following for denied applicants:

+ Did those who did not obtain help in filing their claim want such help? The
answer has implications for vA’s outreach efforts.
Did they apply for benefits for which they clearly were not eligible? The
answer has implications for changes in va’s informational materials, as
demonstrated by one respondent’s comment: “The information about
eligibility was misleading. More specific [information) would probably
have resulted in my not filing a claim.”
Did those who received letters about denials understand them, and if not,
why? The answer has implications for what kinds of changes va needs to
make in those letters.
Were their claims frequently denied because records could not be found to
support the claims? The answer has implications for assessing, and
possibly improving, va’s efforts to assist applicants in filing claims,
including assistance in finding other sources of support.

Many People Other Than Many applicants receive assistance from sources not under va’s authority.
VA Staff Assist VA's VA is part of a network that supports veterans and their families that
Customers

includes state and county offices, veterans service organizations, and
others. About 60 percent of applicants receive services from these other
sources, sometimes in addition to getting help from vA. va officials said
that applicants seek help from other sources because these sources are

more numerous and geographically dispersed than the 58 va regional
offices.

Over half of all applicants reported first learning about benefits from

someone other than va or the military. These sources most frequently were

veterans service organizations, state and county veterans offices, and
friends or relatives. (See fig. 8.)
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Figure 8: How Applicants First Learned
About Benefits

.
Other

VA or Military

State and County Veterans Offices

Veterans Service Organizations

Notes: Excludes those who answered, “| don't recall.”

“Other” includes, for example, a friend or relative, funeral home or cemetery staff, and school
officials.

These and other sources also helped with the claims process, usually in
filling out the application or filing the claim. More than half of respondents
said someone other than va was the most helpful. (See fig. 9.)
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Figure 9: Sources Applicants Said
Heiped the Most

QOther
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Nec One Was Helipful

VA

State and County Veterans Offices

Veterans Service Organizations

Note: “Other” includes, for example, a friend or relative, funerat home or cemetery staff, and
school officials.

Applicants had high praise for these other sources.

“[The veterans service organization} representative crossed off the areas of the form 1
didn’t have to complete. Had he not done this, the form would have been very difficult.”

“I don’t know what I would do without our state service officer to help me. She handles ail
my va material and questions.”

“I didr’t fill out these forms. The manager from the shelter care home either did them or
had them done.”

“[The] assistant at school already knew how to fill out the forms.”
“[The] funeral director filled out all the information. I just answered his questions and
signed the papers.”
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Those who found someone other than va to be most helpful to them were
less likely to be satisfied with va's service overall. On the other hand, those
who found va most helpful generally were more satisfied with various
aspects of the process. (See fig. 10.)

Figure 10: Applicants’ Satisfaction
Level, by Where They Obtained Help

75  Percent of Applicants
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"8vsasganga

State or County Veteran Service
Office Organlzation

Satisfaction Based on Where Help Was Obtained

l:l Processing Time Was Reasonable
Decision Was Fair
Satisfied With Claim Handling

Note: “Other” includes, for example, a friend or relative, funeral home or cemetery staff, and
school officials.

The reasons satisfaction with vA’s service was lower for those who
received the most help from non-va sources are not clear. Were these
applicants dissatisfied with va before they contacted the other sources?
Were there problems with the services these other sources provided or
with the expectations they gave applicants about vA’s service? Did
applicants seek help outside va for the more complex, difficult to support
claims that are more likely to take longer and raise frustration levels? The
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answers to these questions would lead to different actions to improve
service and satisfaction. The extent to which these sources are involved

highlights the need for va to fully understand who gets what help from
them and why.

VA recognizes the important role these organizations play, but some va
officials expressed surprise at the extent of involvement we found.
Officials said they make aggressive outreach efforts to these other
sources. For example, representatives from some of these sources were
part of a panel charged with recommending improvements in disability
claims processing. Additionally, vA sponsors conferences attended by state
and county officers; however, with tighter budgets some local officers
have not been able to attend these meetings. va officials indicated that the
quality of the service provided by these other sources can vary and that

sometimes va does not have enough informational materials to send other
sources.

Conclusions

Our survey pointed to several key problems with the service va regional
offices provide to veterans and their families. va has recognized those key
problems—its own customer survey highlighted similar issues—and is
attempting to find ways to address them. But some of these concerns are
long-standing and only time will tell if va’s efforts will be successful.

Of major concern is that even if va meets its new timeliness goals, many
veterans will not be satisfied. While it may not be advisable to set current
goals based solely on customer expectations of what is reasonable—if
those expectations are not attainable in the foreseeable future—va's
long-term efforts should be directed at meeting customer expectations.
These efforts should include determining what changes will be needed to
meet customer expectations. In the short term, our survey suggests that va
may be able to improve satisfaction by better communicating realistic time
estimates to applicants. This and other efforts to improve communication
could have a major impact on customers’ perceptions of va’s service.

The substantial extent to which claims are denied and to which service is
provided by non-vA sources was not previously known. Though it may not
be surprising that applicants whose claims were denied are less satisfied
with vA’s service, the fact that these applicants constitute an estimated
one-third of va’s customers suggests more detailed information about them
could be useful in improving service. Similarly, the extent to which other
sources provide assistance to applicants strongly suggests these sources
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can have a substantial impact on customers’ satisfaction with the claims
process and perceptions about va. As vaA takes steps to change its claims
processing system, it will be important for va to continue communicating
and coordinating with these sources, to know what assistance these
sources are giving, and to ensure that these sources have the up-to-date
information necessary to assist applicants.

Recommendations

The Secretary of Veterans Affairs should direct the Under Secretary for
Benefits to

set long-term goals to meet customer expectations for processing times,
and prepare a plan describing the incremental steps necessary to meet
them,

provide applicants realistic estimates about how long it will take to
complete their claims, and

develop data on applicants whose claims are denied so va can ensure that
segment of its customers gets the best service possible.

Agency Comments

In a letter dated August 3, 1994, the Secretary of Veterans Affairs
commented on a draft of this report. (See app. IV.) He stated that va
agreed with each of our recommendations and outlined some actions VA is
considering to implement them. Absent more details and time frames,
however, we cannot assess the potential of the proposed actions to
improve customer satisfaction.

The Secretary also pointed out that our report data on the failure of
customers to obtain needed information from federal vaA employees may
be subject to misinterpretation. He stated that his department’s customers
do not always know when they are contacting a federal va office or a state
or county vA office. Consequently, he believes the failure to provide
information to a customer may not have been the federal va’s fault, but
rather one of the state and county offices. We agree that some respondents
to our questionnaire may not have differentiated between federal and state
or county VA offices. vA’s comment is particularly pertinent because it
confirms the significance of the concern we raised in this report about the
extent to which sources other than federal va offices are involved in
providing services and their impact on quality of services and customer
satisfaction.
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Finally, the Secretary expressed concern that our sampling technique
overlooked claims that were closed quickly. Our sample was drawn from
claims completed between April 1, 1993, and July 13, 1993. va believes this
sampling technique overlooked claims filed after April 1 and closed before
July 13. va believes these applicants would be among those most satisfied
with vA's service because their claims were completed so quickly.
However, because our sample was representative of claims completed
during this period and va told us this period was typical of other periods,
our universe included claims that were completed in a short time. For
example, if a claim had been filed on March 30 and closed April 2, it would

have been included in our universe and could have been selected in our
sample for review.

We are sending copies of this report to interested congressional
committees, the Secretary of Veterans Affairs, and other interested parties.
This work was done under the direction of Flora Milans, Associate

Director. If you have any questions about this report, please contact me at
(202) 512-7101. Other major contributors are listed in appendix V.

Sincerely yours,

David P. Baine

Director, Federal Health Care
Delivery Issues
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Appendix I

Scope and Methodology

To obtain the views of the Department of Veterans Affairs’
customers—veterans, their dependents, and survivors—we surveyed a
national random sample of 1,400 applicants. These applicants’ claims were
representative of the approximately 245,000 claims completed at vVA's
regional offices between April 1 and July 13, 1993, for 9 types of benefit
claims. We included claims for the following:

Initial Disability Compensation Benefits. These benefits are paid to
veterans who are disabled by injury or disease incurred or aggravated
during active military service in the line of duty.

Disability and Death Dependency Benefits. These include among others,
increased benefits for children attending school after the age of 18,
increases for additional dependents, or adjustments in benefits because of
marriage, divorce, or death. These actions can be initiated by va or by the
claimant.

Initial Dependency and Indemnity Compensation Benefits. These benefits
are awarded to the surviving spouses, certain dependent children, and in
some cases the parents of veterans who died on active duty or from a
disability that was service connected. Surviving spouses and children may
also receive dependency and indemnity compensation benefits when
totally disabled veterans die from non-service-connected causes.

Burial Benefits. These benefits include statutory burial allowances, plot
allowances, and in some cases, reimbursement for expenses for
headstones, markers, or engraving expenses.

Initial Disability Pension Benefits. These needs-based benefits are
provided to veterans with limited income who served during wartime and
have become totally and permanently disabled from causes not connected
to their military service.

Initial Death Pension Benefits. These needs-based benefits are provided to
the surviving spouses and children of wartime veterans who died from
causes not connected to military service.

Education Benefits. These benefits are provided to active duty and
selected reserve personnel, veterans, and their eligible dependents.
Vocational Rehabilitation Benefits. These benefits are provided to eligible
disabled veterans who have demonstrated that service-connected
disabilities make rehabilitation training necessary to overcome
impairments in finding or retaining employment. (Cases in our sample
included two types of claims: (1) those filed to determine eligibility for
vocational rehabilitation benefits and (2) those filed to obtain actual
benefits.)
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We also included

+ Reopened Claims for Compensation and Pension Benefits. These include,
among others, claims for benefits va previously denied, increased
disability compensation benefits, additional disabilities, and benefits
granted through a successful appeal to the Board of Veterans Appeals.

We did not include as part of our customer survey two other major
nonmedical benefit programs offered by va. The home loan guaranty
program was not selected because the national database of those who take
advantage of this benefit does not contain sufficient information on each
loan to allow us to draw a valid national sample. Veterans life insurance
programs were not selected because claims processing is limited to only
two regional offices: Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and St. Paul, Minnesota.

To determine our universe, we compared va’s work-in-progress database’®
on April 1, 1993, with the same database on July 13, 1993. Claims that were
in process in April that did not appear in July were considered completed
claims, and we drew our sample from these claims. va told us that this
period was representative of va's workload throughout the year.

We sent questionnaires to random samples of applicants for each of the
nine types of benefit claims listed previously.’’ The survey was
administered anonymously, and individual responses could not be linked
to the actual respondent. The questions we asked were based, in part, on
discussions with va officials, veterans service organizations, state officials,
and veterans and their families. The final questionnaire was sent to va for
comments. We tailored the questionnaires only to enable us to ask the
same questions to all nine groups (for example, applicants for
compensation benefits or burial benefits). A sample questionnaire showing
aggregate responses and percentages is included in appendix II. Table 1.1

shows the universe of potential claims, the sample size, and the number of
questionnaires received by strata.

fVA uses the work-in-progress subsystem to track all claims in process at any given time. In a recent
report an claims processing, the VA Inspector Generzal commented that the subsystem’s data are
generally reliable encugh to be useful in controliing and monitoring work flow. Although the Inspector

General's report found about one-third of the records it reviewed were inaccurate in some way, these
inaccuracies did not affect the integrity of our sample.

1If the same applicant was selected in more than one strata (that is, the claimant had more than one

type of claim in process), we sought information on only one type of claim.
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Table I.1: Universe of Potential Claims, Sample Size, and Questionnaires Received by Strata

Respondents®
Type of benefit claim Universe® Sample Total Recall
Initial disability
compensation 37,525 200 141 134
Disability and death
dependency 22,654 200 144 100
Initial dependency and indemnity compensation 5074 100 a8 81
Burial 16,712 100 71 58
Initial disability pension 9,967 200 145 132
Initial death pension 6,887 100 78 71
Education 29,436 200 135 124
Vocational rehabilitation
eligibility and rehabilitation benefits 38,608 100 68 45
Reopened compensation and pension 77977 200 155 146
Total 244,840 1,400 1,025 891

2 niverse: Numbers reflect total number of claims completed by VA during the period from April 1
through July 13, 1993, for the nine types of benefit claims included in our review.

bRespondents: “Total” represents the number of questionnaires returned that were not blank or
did not indicate the applicant had died. “Recall” is the number of questionnaires returned on
which the applicant recalled having had contact with VA concerning the claim in our sample. This
represents the number of usable responses.

We obtained an overall response rate across all nine strata of 73 percent.
Response rates for individual strata varied from a low of 67.5 percent for
education claims to a high of 88 percent for initial dependency and
indemnity compensation claims. Because these samples are
representative, the statistics we cite based on the survey are estimates for
the population of all veterans, their spouses, and their dependents who
had claims completed by va from April 1 through July 13, 1993. We
calculated sampling errors for estimates from this survey at the 95-percent
confidence level. This means that the chances are about 19 out of 20 that
the actual percentage being estimated falls within the range defined by our
estimate, plus or minus the sampling error. Generally, the sampling errors
did not exceed 5 percentage points when addressing all strata combined.

To determine if the nonrespondents were significantly different from those
who responded to our questionnaire, we obtained information about those
who did not respond. First, we developed a geographic profile and found
that the geographic distribution of the nonrespondents was similar to the
distribution of the respondents. Second, because claim status (for
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example, approved or denied) was strongly correlated with satisfaction,
we determined the disposition of the nonrespondents’ claims. We found
that the percentage of denied claims was similar to the percentage of
denied claims for those who responded. Qur limited analysis found
nothing that would indicate that their responses would be significantly
different from those who retumed our questionnaire.

Finally, about 10 percent of those who responded to our survey indicated
that their claims were still pending, even though vA’s data indicated that
the claims had been completed. We included their responses because

thaga annhaoniga hod haar o ~ mwnan ]k

these applicants had been able to compieie the questionnaire and had
opinions about vA’s service. Since our questionnaire was administered
anonymously, we could not follow up on any individual cases. However,
we believe some of those who told us that their cases were pending had in
fact appealed va's decision on their original claim. Other reasons for this
response could be that the va data on the disposition were inaccurate, the
claimant never received a letter on the disposition of the claim, the
disposition letter was still in process, the claimant had received

conditional or partial approval of the claim, or the claimant had more than
one claim in process.
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Summary of Responses to GAO’s Survey of
Applicants for VA Benefits

United States General Accounting Office

GAO

1993

NOTE 1

NOTE 2

Questionnaire on
Your Satisfaction
with VA’s

(See note 1, below)
Claims Process

This questionnaire was mailed to 1,400 people who, according to the Department of
Veteran Affairs, had some action taken on one of nine different catagories of veteran
benefits. With the exception of tailoring references to the name of the benefit
associated with the individual, questions for each type of beneficiary were identical. For
simplicity of display, this copy of the questionnaire substitutes (veteran’s) for each
referance made to a particular type of benefit. The names of the nine benefits used in
the nine tailored versions were:

Compensation

Disability and Death Dependency

Dependency and Indemnity Compensation (DIC)
Burial

Pension

Death Pension

Education

Vocational Rehabilitation

Reopened Compensation/Pension

n = number appears at the end of aach question; these numbers are the unwsighted
numbers of people in our sample who answered a particular question. Answaers for
each question are expressed as the cumulative, weighted response across the nine
strata. Percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding.
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Summary of Responses to GAQO's Survey of
Applicants for VA Benefits

U.S. Genaral Accounting Office

Questionnaire on Your Satistaction with VA's (veteran’s) Claims Process

@

= What is the General Accounting Office (GAD)?
The U.S. General Accounting Office (GAO) is an agency of the U.S. Congress.

a What Is this survey about?
The Congress has asked GAQ to assess veterans’, thelr dependents’ or their survivors' level of satisfaction with
the process of applying for nonmedical benefits administered through the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA).
Your answers, combined with the answers of others answering this questionnaire, will be one measure of the

leve! of satistaction people have with VA's benefit application process and identiy areas in the process that could
be improved.

w |s the VA doing this survey?

No. It's being done by GAO at the request of the Congress. GAO will summarize the results and give a report to
Congress.

® Why was | picked?

You were picked because you were ane of many persons for whom the VA recently procassad a {veferan’s)
claim this year.

8 Why should | answer these questions?

Bacause you have personal expecience with the VA and its benefit claims process, vou can help improve the
process for yourseif in the future as well as halp other veterans and thelr dependents and survivors.

» Will my answers affact my current or future VA benefits?

No. Your answers will not affect your current or future benefils. Because there is nothing on this questionnaire
that can identily you, we will not be able to tell how you answered the questionnaire; your answers are
completely anonymous.

a How can | be sure my answers will remain anonymous?
Because thers is nothing on this questionnaire that can identity you. To ensure your privacy, after you complete
the questionnaire, you will mail the enclosed postcard separately from the questionnaire, The postcard wil go to
our Atlanta, Georgia, Regional Office to let us know you returned the questionnaire. Your guestionnaire will §o to
our Washington, DC, headquarters. There is no way we can match the postcard with the questionnaire.

= If | have questions about this questionnaire, is there someone who can answer them?
Yes. Call Cynthia Forbes, collect, at 404-679-1900 in our Atlanta Regional Office.
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Summary of Responses to GAO's Survey of

Applicants for VA Benefits

Resad and answer this question first.

According to thelr records, sarlier this year, VA
mada a decision or took some action on a @ for
you. Do you recall asking VA to take some
action for you on this beneft? (Chack one.)
n=1025

87% Yes (Continue to question 1)

13% No—~————>STOP. You do not have to
compiete this questionnairs, bu! pleass
return this questionnaira in the anclosad,
seli-addressed snvelope and separalely
mail the encicsed, sefi-addnassad posicard.

This booklat contains questions about your recent
axpatiences with VA. Specifically, we are
intarasted in your axperiences concaming a
(vataran's) matter about which VA made a
dacision or took an action eariier this year.

Please answer the questions in this booklet based
on your axperiences relating to this decision or
action.

In what month and year did you contact VA
regarding this matter about which VA made a
decision or took an action earlier this year? (Write
tha month and yoar.)

Month: Year.

When you applied to VA, did VA give you an
estimate of how long it might take to give you a
responsa? (Check one.) n=874

1. 43% Yes (Continua fo guastion 3.)
2. 40% No————>Go to question 4.
3. 15% Can't recall——e>Go lo question 4.

How many weeks did VA tell you it would probably
take to process your application? (Enter the
number of weeks or check the box.) n=321

Range= 1-91 weeks
number of weeks:

Medianx8 weeks
O cant recalt n=75

Regardiess of how long VA took or how fong you
wers toid it might take, about how many weeks de
you think is reasonable for VA to taks to process
this type of apptication? (Enter the number of
weeks or check the box.) n=669
Range= 1-52 weeks
numberof woeks: ______
Median=4 weeks
O Don't know or unabie to estimate n=204

Continue to the next page——>
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Sammary of Responses to GAO’s Survey of

Applicants for VA Benefits

Remember: Basa your answers only on your axpenence with the matter idantified in question 1.

5,

Piease Nots: Because theers are many reasons
why people contact VA, some of the remaining
questions contain the general word “claim® to
represent the matter about which you contactsd
VA. For example, "claim™ might mean applying for
a new benefit or requesting a change In an
existing benefit.

Your "claim"® is whatever it was that you requested
or applied for from VA on the date you entered in
question 1 and upon which VA took action earlier
this year.

Did VA fully aliow, partially aliow or deny your
{veleran’s) clalm earller this yaar? (Check one.}
n=871

1. 35% Fully allowed

2. 16% Pantiaiy alowed

3. 29% Denled

4, 10% No decision, still pending

5. 5% Don't know or not sure

[ 5% Other (Please expiain, beiow.)

............................

............................

How did you first laam about the (veleran's)
banefit? (Check ona.) n=833

10% From VA literature.

10% From a Federal VA employese.

11% From a State or county veterans office
employee.

17% From someone in a veterans’
organization (for example, VFW,
American Legion or DAV).

10% From & #riend or relative,

4% &From a school official,

25% From the military while in service.

<7% From television, radic of magazine.

. 4% | don't recal.

0. 9% From someone eise or some other way.

{Plegsa fell us who or how you learned

about this benefit.)

> P

B®NO

—-

............................

7.

Who, if anyone, heiped you with your (vetoran'’s)
ciaim? (You may check more than ons,) n=876

1. 28% Federal VA employee helped me.

2. 26% State or county veterans office

empioyee heiped me.

3. 22% Veterans’ organization service officer
{for example, VFW, American Lagion or
DAV) helped me.

8% Friend or relative helped me.

10% &School official helped me.

4% Someone else helped me.

18% No one helped me,~~———>Go 1o
question 10.

Noos

in which of the foliowing ways did the person{s) or
organization(s) help you? (You may check more
than one.) n=736

1. 46% Gave me information about banefits
might be entitied to.

2, 68% Helped me o file the claim.

3. 51% Heiped me 1o fill out the epplication.

4. 26% Heiped me 10 gat evidence or
documsents 10 support my claim.

5. 22% Helped me to get inforration about the
status of my claim.

6. 27% Explained documents or letters VA sent
to me.

7. §% Other (Please dascribs, below.}

...........................

Which one of the following helped you the most
with your claim? (Check one.) n=707

24% Federal VA amployee
30% State or county veterans office

employse

20% Veterans' organization (for example,
VFW, Amaerican Legion or DAY)

5% Friend or relative

10% &School official

4% Someone else

8% None was very helpful

Noths w0 N
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Summary of Responses to GAQ's Survey of

Applicants for VA Benefits

Remnember: Basa your answers only on your expenisnce with the maller identified it question 1.

10.

11.

12.

14.

Did you try to get any informational materials from
VA about (veteran’s) claims? (Check ons.) n=874

1. 50% Yes (Continue to question 11.)
2.  50% No————xGo I Quastion 16.

Did you get any of the informational materials you
wanted from VA? (Check one.) ned24

1. 74% Yes (Continug to question 12.)
2. 28% No———>Go to question 15.

About how long after you requested the materials
did you receive them? (Enter the number of days
or check & box.) n=316

Range= 1-385

Median= 9 days
32% As soon as | asked for them.
20% Can't racall

number of days:

. How easy or difficult were those informational

materials to understand? (Check cne.) n=322

30% Very casy

40% Somewhat easy

15% About as easy as difficult
12% Somewnhat difficult

4% Very difficult

npwN -

Overall, did the informational materials contain all
or aimost all, most, some, or lite or none of what
you neaded to know? (Check cre.) n=324

34% All or almost all | needed 10 know
43% Most of what | needed to know

20% Some of what | needed to know

3% Littia or none of what | needed to know

Eal ol

15. Is there anything you would like VA to do 10
improve VA's informaticnal materials? (Please
write your suggestions in the space balow.) n=164

Continue to the next page———->
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Summary of Responses to GAQ's Survey of

Applicants for VA Benefits

Remember: Base your answers only on your experiance with the matisr identifiad in question 1.

16. Did you, with or without help, fill out an application
form for your (veteran’s) claim? (Check one.)
n=850

17.

18.

19.

6% Thers was no application form.~>Go fo

Part D, page 5.

1. 78% Yes (Continve to question 17.)
2. 16% No———exG0 {0 Part D, page 5.

How easy or difficult was the application form to
understand? (Check one.) n=638

28% Very easy

42% Somawhat easy

13% About as eesy as difficult
11% Somewhat difficuit

2% Very difficult

ook h

Did you read the instructions that came with the
{veteran's) claim application form? {Check one.}
n=b33

5% There were no instructions.—>Go fo
questian 20.

1.  85% Yes (Continue to question 79.)
2.  10% No———>Go to question 20.

How easy or difficult were the instructions to
understand? (Check one.} n=474

1. 26% Very easy

2. 48% Somewhat easy

3. 16% About as sasy as difficult
4, 9% Somewnhat difficult

5. 2% Vey difficult

20.

Is there anything you would like VA to do to
imprave its forms and Instructions? (Please write
your suggestions in the space beiow.) n=140
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Summary of Responses to GAO's Survey of

Applicants for VA Benefits

Ramember: Base your answers only on your experignce with the matter identified in question 1.

The questions in this section concern records and
documentation you (or your family} bad o provide to
VA to support your {vateran’s) claim. We have
categorized these records and documentation into three
different types:

+ Military medical records
» Military sarvice records
» Civilian records

Military medical records

21. Did VA need any military medical records 1
support your claim? (Check ona.} nu8d7

1.  53% Yes (Continue o question 22.)
2. 48% No——>Go to guestion 27.

22. Did you {or your family) get any of the military
medical records, or ¢ki someone eise get all of
them for you? (Check one.} n=370

1. 54% | {or my family) got some or ail of the

records (Continue to question 23.)
2. 46% Someons eise got all of the

records————>Go {0 question 26.

23. How easy or difficult was it for you {or your family)
o get the miitary medical records or documents

for your claim? (Check ona.) n=229

38% Very sasy

23% Somewhat easy

12% About a5 easy as difficult
9% Somewhat difficult

18% Very difficutt

CEEE

24. Did VA ask you 1o resubmit any military medical
records that you (or your family) had akready given

to them? (Check one.} n=230

1. 29% Yes
2. 71% No

25. About how much time did it take you (or your
family) to get all of your military medical records?
(Enter & number or check the box.) n=189

Range= 0-156
number of weeks:
Meodian= 1 week
19% Military medical records never found or still
waiting for them

26. About how many weeks do you think it should
take to get military mecdical records? (Please entsr

& number or chack the box.) n=366
Ranges 0-30
number of weeks:
Medians 2 weeks

29% Don't know or unable to estimata.

|mhnnMummu

27. Did VA need any military senvice records to
support your claim? (Check one.) n=846

1. 56% Yes (Continue o question 28.)
2. 44% NOo=———=>Go t0 question 33.

28. Did you (or your family) get any miltary service
records, or did someone eise get all of them for
you? (Check one.) n=476

1. 65% | {or my family) got some or all of the
racords {Continue to question 29.)

2.  J6% Someone eise got all of the
records————xGo to question 32,

29. How easy or difficult was it for you (or your family}
to get the military setvice records for your claim?
{Chock ong.) n=323

48% Very sasy

26% Somewhat easy

11% About as sasy as difficult
&% Somewhat difficult

2% Very difficult

L o S

Continus to the next page———>
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Summary of Responses to GAO’s Survey of

Applicants for VA Benefits

Remember: Base your answers ohly on your axparience with the malter identified in question 1.

30. Did VA ask you to resubmit any military service
racords that you had aiready given to them?
(Check one.) n=348

1. 26% Yes
2. 74% No

31. About how much time did it take you (or your
family} to get all of your military service records?
(Enter & numbear or check the box.) n=267

Range= 0-156
number of weeks:
Modianx <1 wesk
11% Military service records never found or stil
walting for them

32. How many woeks do you think it should take to
get military service records? (Enter a number or
check the bax.) n=d35

Ranges= 3-52
number of weeks:

Median= 2 weeks
36% Don't know or unable 1o estimate.

Eﬁvﬁhnm J

33. Did VA need any civilian records to support your
claim, such as birth certificates, mamiage licenses,
divorce decrecs, adoption papers, civilian medical
records, atc.? (Check one.) n=848

1. 50% Yes (Continue i question 34.)
2.  57% No=———x@G0 10 question 35.

34. Overall, how easy or ditficult was it for you (or
your family) 1o got the civillan records for your
¢iaim? (Check one.) n»457

45% Very easy

25% Somewhat sasy

12% About us sasy as difficuit
11% Somewhat difficull

7% Very difficult

L L e

35. Did VA ask you o resubrnit any civilian records
you {or your family) had akready given o them?

(Chack one.) n=#48
1. 33% Yes
2. 68% No

36. s there anything you would kike VA 1o do to

improve the process VA uses to coliect records for

claims? (Fiease write your suggestions in the
space below.) na204
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Summary of Responses to GAQ’s Survey of

Applicants for VA Benefits

37. Did you receive any letters from VA about your
(vetaran’s) claim? (Check one.} n=869

1, 84% Yes {Continue to question 38.)
2. 16% No~-————>Go to Guestion 43.

. What kinds of information did you receive in these

letiers from VA? (You may chack more than one.)
n=758

1. &8% VA notified me that they had received
my application.

2. 34% VA notified me of the status of my
application.

3. 24% VA requested more information.

4. 65% VA notified me that my apphication had
been approved or denied.

5. 11% Other kinds of information (Please
describe the kinds of information you
recaived in VA lettors, beiow.)

. How easy or difficult to understand were the

lottors VA sent to you? (Check one.) n=756

49% Very oasy

31% Somewhat easy

11% About as easy as difficuit
7% Somewhat difficult

2% Very difficult

Ll ol

. Overall, did the letters you received from VA

contain ali or aimost all, most, some, or litte or
none of what you needed to know about your
(veteran’s) ciaim? (Chack one.) n=750

1. 40% All or almost all | needed to know

2.  27% Most of what | needad to know

3. 18% Some of what | neaded to know

4. 15% Litte or none of what | needed 1o know

FAsmember: Base your answers only on your experiance with the matter identifed in question 1.

41. Overall, how satisfied or dissatisfied are you with
VA’s letters? (Check one.) n=751

30% Very satisfied

J1% Somewhat satisfied

12% About gs satisfied as dissatisfied
11% Somewhat dissatisfisd

17% Very dissatisfied

e wN =

42, s there anything you would #ke VA to do to
Improve their letters? (Piease write your
suggastions in the space below.) n=162

Continue to the next page——-—>
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Appendix IT

Summary of Responses to GAQ’s Survey of

Applicants for VA Benefits

flemember: Basa your answers only on your experience with the matter idenbfied in question 1.

43. Did you aver try to reach VA by phone about your
{vetoran’s) claim? {Chack ore.) n=870

1.  52% Yes (Continue fo question 44.)
2.  48% No—->Go to question 51.

44. Which of the following, If any, were reasons why
you phonad VA? (You may check more than one.)
n=453

28% | wanted information before | filad.
10% VA employee asked me to call.
19% | was unable to take care of my
business in person.
8% [ was unabie to take care of my
buginees by mail,
5. 88% | wanted to know what the status of my
claim was.
6. 26% | had questions about topics other than
the status of my claim.
7. 10% | had more information to give VA.
8. 1% Other reason(s) (Please describe the
reason or reasens, beiow.)

@

-

............................

45, About how many times, whather you got through
or not, did you try phoning VA about your claim?
{Enter the number of times you estimate you
phoned.) n=408

Range= 195

imes tried phoning

Median= 3 times

46. When VA answered your call, about how often did
you talk with someone from VA who was abie to
help you? (Check one.) n=444

36% All of the time

19% More than half of the time

18% About halt of the ime

18% Leoss than helf of the time

% Neover———> 00 to question 50.

hhop-

47. How courteous or discourteous were VA

asmployees when thay spoke to you on the phone?
(Check ons.) ned23

1. §7% Very courteous

2. 24% Somewhat courteous

3. 14% About as courteous as discourtaous
4. 4% Somewhat discourteous

5. 1% Vety disccurteous

. Owerall, how heipful, if at all, were VA employees

on the phone? (Check ona.) nmé25

1. 35% Vety helphul

2.  30% Generally heiptul
3. 12% Woderately helpful
4.  14% Somewhat helpful
5 9% Not at afl heipful

. Owerall, did the telephone conversations with VA

result In your gatting all or almast a¥, most, some,
or iitle or none of what you needed to know about
your (veteran's) claim? (Check one.} nad22

33% All or aimost al | needed to know
27% Most of what | needed 10 knew

22% Some of what | needed & know

19% Littte or none of what | needed to know

Eal o

Is there anything you would fike VA o do to

) improve their phone service? (Please write your

suggestions in the space below,) n=136
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Appendix I1

Summary of Responses to GAO's Survey of

Applicants for VA Benefits

Remember: Base your answers only on your experiance with the matter identified in question 1.

51.

Did you ever visit a federal (not state) VA office
regarding your {veteran's) claim? {Chack one.)
n=872

1.  37% Yes {Continue to question 52.)
2. 63% No———>(Go {0 question 58.

About how many miles away from where you five
is that federal (not state) VA office? (Enter the
number of mifes or check the bax. Estmates are
accepltable.) n=300

Range= 1-700

miles

Modlians 24 miles

4% Don't know or unable to estimate

Which of the following, if any, were reasons why
you visited the federal VA office? (You may check
more than one.) n=301

53% To apply for the benefit.
27% | was asked to come to the office.
4% | couid not reach VA by telephone.
25% | was unable to take care of my
business using the telephone.
13% | was unable to take care of my
business using the mail.
6. 27% | wanted to know what the status of my
claim was.
7. 24% | had questions other than the status of
my claim.
8. 16% | had more information to give to VA,
9.  17% Other reason(s) (Please describe the
15850n OF reasons, beiow.}

Lol ol ol

L

............................

............................

54.

55,

How courteous or discourteous were VA
employess when you visited the office? (Check
one.) n=300

1. 81% Very courteous

2. 23% Somewhat courteous

3. 8% About as courleous as discourteous
4 §% Somewhat discourteous

5 2% Very discourteous

Overall, how helpful, If at all, were VA employeas
when you visited the office? (Check one.) n=302

1. 45% Very heipfu

2. 2r% Generally heiplul
3. 1#% Moderately helpful
4. 11% Somewhat helpful
5. 7% Not at all helpful

Overall, when you visited the VA office, did your
visits result in your getting all or atmast all, most,
some, or little or none of what you needed to
know about your (veferan’s) claim? (Check one.)
n=300

29% All or akmest all | needed 1o know
31% Most of what | needed to know

20% Some of what | neaded to know

20% Little or none of what | needed to know

Eal o

Is there anything you would kka VA to do to
improve their in-person contacts? (Please write
your suggestions in the space below.} n=57

Continue to the next page——:>
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Summary of Responses to GAO's Survey of

Applicants for VA Benefits

58. Given what you know about your claim, how
reasconable or unreasonable was the length of
time it took VA to arrive at a decision about your
claim? (Check one.) ne857

20% Vory reasonable

27% Somewhat reasonable

12% About as reasonable as unraasonable
18% Somewhat unreasonable

23% Very unreasonable

kN =

. How fair or unfair do you believe VA's decision
was regarding your claim? (Check one.) n=829

1.  33% Very fair

2. 20% Somawhat fair

3 7% About as fair as unfair
4.  12% Somewhat unfair

5. 28% Very unfais

. Regardiess of how fair or unfair you believe VA's
decision was, now think only about how VA
handled your claim. Overall, how satisfied or
dissatisfied are you with how VA handled your
claim? (Check one.) hx853

81,

Remember: Base your answers only on your expernience with the matter idantified in question 1.

Think about your experience with VA conceming
your {veteran's) claim. From the list below, which
three things weuld you most Hke to see VA focus
on to improve service to people like yoursalt?
n=782

(Check up to three fams.)

1.  50% Provide service in a mora reasohabla
amount of time.

2. 15% Have my records available when they
are neaded.

3.  11% Have employeas who freat me with
courtasy and respect.

4. 19% Have employess with the knowledge to
answer my questions.

5. 20% Have employees who are interested In
helping me.

6. 17% Have forms and letters that are easy to
undaratand.

7. 30% Keep me informed on the status of my

application.

8. 13% Ask me at cne time for all the
information needad 10 support my
claim.

9. 12% Make it easier to reach VA by

8.

10. &% Make it easier to reach VA in person.

11. 8% Keep accurate records.

12. 12% Require less paperwork from me.

13. 23% Explain the services and benefits

1. 29% Very satisfied available to me.
2. 23% Somewhat satisfied 14. 24% Explain the reasons for decisions.
3. 17% About as satisfiod as dissatisfiad 15. &% Other important item(s). (Please
4, 13% Somewhat dissatisfied describe, below.)
5. 24% Very dissatisfied
€2. Think about other federal agencias that sarve the
public. Compared to those federal agencies, how
would you rate VA's service o the public? (Check
one.} n=34
1. 19% Much better
2. 21% Somewnhat better
3. 34% About the same
4.  P% Somewhat worse
5. 8% Much worse
s 1% Né;p;r;il;rzl .....................
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Summary of Responses to GAQ’s Survey of
Applicants for VA Benefits

64. Have you ever filed any other nonmedical claims
with VA? (Check one.) n=856

63. Relative to the compensation benefit claim 1. 26% Yes
discussed In this questionnaire, ara you the 2, 74% No
veteran, the spousa of the veteran, widow of
widower of the veteran, son or daughter of the

decsased veteran, or the custodian of the 65. What is your sax? (Check one.) n=874
veteran's spouse, widow, widower or chikiren?
(Check one.) n=873 1. 77% Make

2. 23% Female
1. 78% | am the veteran

2. 5% | am the spouse of the veteran
3

8% | am the widow or widower of the 66. Did you graduate from high school? (Check ona.}
vetaran nugb9
4.  #% | am the son or daughter of the veteran
5. 2% | am the custodian of the veteran’s 1. 83% Yes
spouss, widow, widower or children 2. 17% No

6. 2% Other (Please describe}

............................ €7. How old were you on your last birthday? (Enter
number.) n=868
............................ Range= 18-96
—____Yyearsod

Madizn= 45 year old

63.We realize thess questions may not have covered everything you might have wanted to cover. Therefore, we
encourage you to take a few moments to tell us (1) what VA does well in handling benefit claims and (2) how VA could
improve the way they handie claims. And plsase accept our thanks for participating in this survey!

n=396
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Appendix II
Summary of Responses to GAO’s Survey of
Applicants for VA Benefits

Ploase complets and retum this questionnaire within the next 2 weaks to:

Frank Guido

U.S. General Accounting Office
NGBMHRD-IS 4th floor

441 G Street, NW
Washington, DC 20548
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Estimates of Applicants’ Views by Claim

Type

The tables and figures in this appendix provide information by individual
types of claims included in our survey for the major issues discussed in
this report. In many cases the differences between claim types are not
statistically significant.! However, some clear patterns emerge. Most
notably, applicants for compensation-related benefits were more likely to
be dissatisfied and had more difficulties with the claims process. For
example, applicants for initial disability compensation or those who had
reopened compensation and pension claims

+ were the most dissatisfied with va timeliness, fairness, and overall
handling of the claim (tables III.1, II1.2, and II1.3);

» had the largest difference between their expectations for timeliness and
the goals va set (table I1.4); and

« were less likely to obtain the information they needed from va through
letters, telephone calls, and personal visits (tables II1.8, I11.9, and [I1.10).

Conversely, applicants for burial and education benefits were generally
more satisfied and had fewer problems with the process.

Our survey was not intended to provide a full explanation for why
applicants for some benefits are more satisfied than others. However,
disability compensation claims tend to be more complicated and take
longer to resolve than other types of claims and, therefore, may be more
likely to cause frustration and dissatisfaction. In contrast, education and
burial claims are relatively straightforward, take less time to resolve, and
may therefore be less likely to cause frustration. Furthermore, applicants
for burial and education benefits were the least likely to be denied and, as
discussed in the report, being denied is highly correlated with
dissatisfaction.

This appendix also provides information by individual types of claims on
whether applicants received estimated processing times, required letters,
and informational materials from va (tables IIL.5, I11.6, and I11.7). Other
tables cover the resubmission of civilian records (table II1.11); claims fully
allowed, partially allowed, and denied (table III.12); how applicants first
learned about va benefits (table I11.13); and sources applicants found to be
the most helpful in filing their claims (table ITI.14). Figure III.1 highlights
what applicants said they would most like va to improve.

As discussed in appendix I, the sampling errors when discussing all types of claims generally did not
exceed plus or minus 5 percentage points. However, sampling errors for individual types of claims
differed. (See fig. IIL.2). Data for vocational rehabilitation claims are not shown in the tables and
figures in this appendix because generally there were too few usable responses to allow meaningful
analysis.
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Estimates of Applicants’ Views by Claim
Type

Tabie lIl.1: Applicants’ Opinions About
Time VA Took to Process Claims
{Question 58)

Percentages
About as
reasanable as
Type of claim Reasonable unreasonable Unreasonable
Initial disability compensation 41 14 45
Disability and death
dependency 44 11 44
Initial dependency and
indemnity compensation 51 19 30
Burial 642 9 26
Initial disability pension 51 8 41
Initial death pension 50 17 33
Education 57 13 30
Reopened compensation and
pension 39 14 47
All claims 47 12 41

Note: Percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding.

3Sampling error exceeds plus or minus 12 percentage points. See figure 111.2.

Table [ll.2: Applicants’ Opinions About
Fairness of VA's Decisions
(Question 59)

Percentages
About as
Type of claim Fair fair as unfair Unfair
Initial disability compensation 40 8 52
Disability and death dependency 58 5 36
Initial dependency and indemnity compensation 53 10 37
Burial 78 12 10
Initial disability pension 44 12 45
Initial death pension 51 14 35
Education 77 6 18
Reopened compensation and pension 40 6 54
All claims 53 7 40

Note: Percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding.
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Estimates of Applicants’ Views by Claim

Type

Table lIl.3: Applicants’ Opinions About
How VA Handled Their Claims
(Question 60)

Percentages

About as satisfied
Type of claim Satisfied as dissatisfied Dissatisfied
Initial disability compensation 47 12 40
Disability and death dependency 55 13 33
Initial dependency and indemnity
compensation 85 1 34
Burial 79 10 12
Initial disability pension 58 10 32
Initial death pension 63 6 31
Education 66 12 22
Reopened compensation and
pension 42 11 47
All claims 53 11 37

Note: Percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding.

Table lil.4: How Applicants’
Expectations Compared With Fiscal
Year 1993 Processing Times and
Timeliness Goals (Question 4)

Weeks
Average VA Average
processing timeliness applicant
Type of claim time goals expectations
Initial disability compensation 27 15 9
Disability and death dependency 4 4 7
Initial dependency and indemnity
compensation 15 10 6
Burial 5 4 6
Initial disability pension 17 11 7
Initial death pension 10 6 7
Education {original)® 2 4 4
Reopened compensation and pension 18 12 7

Note: Timeliness goals do nct meet customer expectations for four of the eight types of claims
shown above, but are shorter than expectations for three types. For one, the goal is longer than

the 1993 actual time,

2The average processing time for education claims was calculated for original claims completed
between October 1893 and April 1994, VA's timeliness standard for original claims is completion
of 80 percent of claims within 30 days and for subsequent changes, completion of 90 percent
within 30 days. Applicant expectations calculated from our survey include both criginal education

claims and subsequent changes.
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Estimates of Applicants’ Views by Claim

Type
Table il1.5: Applicants Given Estimated . |
Processing Times (Question 2) Percentages
Type of claim Yes No Can't recall
Initial disability compensation 54 33 14
Disability and death dependency 34 50 16
Initial dependency and indemnity compensation 50 35 15
Burial 372 452 18
Initial disability pension 49 39 12
initial death pension 46 35 19
Education 57 30 13
Reopened compensation and pension 30 48 14
All claims 44 41 15
Note: Percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding.
aZampling error exceeds plus or minus 12 percentage points. See figure 111.2.
Table lll.6: Applicants Who Did Naot .|
Recelve Letters VA Is Required to Percentages
Send (Questions 37 and 38) Did not
Did not receive
receive notice that
notice that application
application had been
had been approved
Type of claim received® or denied®
Initial disability compensation 29 23
Disability and death dependency 31 29
Initial dependency and indemnity compensation 31 22
Burial 34¢ 39°
Initial disability pension 30 28
[nitial death pension 31 21
Education 37 34
Reopened compensation and pension 38 45
All claims 34 35

aExcludes applicants who did not use an application form to apply for benefits {(question 16).
bExcludes applicants whose claims had not been finalized (question 53.

“Sampling error exceeds plus or minus 12 percentage points. See figure 111.2.
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Estimates of Applicants’ Views by Claim
Type

Table III.7: Applicants Who Requested
and Received Informational Materials
and Said Materials Did Not Tell Them
What They Needed to Know
(Questions 10, 11, and 14)

Percentages

Did not

contain

most of

Received what they

Requested requested needed to

Type of claim materials materials® know®
Initial disability compensation 57 85 22
Disability and death dependency 42 74° 23°
Initial dependency and indemnity compensation 56 78¢ 32°
Burial 28 94 7¢
Initia) disability pension 46 64 35¢
Initial death pension 57 83° 29¢
Education 51 86 26
Reopened compensation and pension 45 61 23¢
All claims 50 74 23

Note: VA officials indicated that specific informational materials address education and vocational
rehabilitation claims, but all other claim types are discussed in brochures that cover multiple
benefits.

3Percentages are of those applicants who requested materials.

bPercentages are of those applicants who received materials.

cSampling error exceeds plus or minus 12 percentage points. See figure i1.2.
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Estimates of Applicants’ Views by Claim
Type

Table 111.8: Applicants Who Said VA's

Letters Did Not Contain What They Percentages
Needed to Know (Questions 37 and 40) Did not
contain
most of
what they
Received needed to
Type of claim letter* know®
initial disability compensation 92 40
Disability and death dependency 90 28
Initial dependency and indemnity compensation 89 33
Burial 84 17
Initial disability pension 93 30
Initial death pension a3 31
Education 0 16
Reopened compensation and pension 79 44
All claims 84 34
“Pgrcentages are of all applicants.
bPercentages are of those applicants who received letters.
Table 111.9: Applicants Who Called VA 1N
but Did Not Get Information They Percentages
Needed {(Questions 43 and 49) Did not
obtain
Contacted most of
VA by whatthey
Type of claim phone'  needed®
Initial disability compensation 49 44°
Disability and death dependency 61 35
Initial dependency and indemnity compensation 59 39°
Burial 27 d
Initial disahility pension 40 44¢
Initial death pension 51 34°
Education 72 33
Reopened compensation and pension 50 B2¢
All claims 52 41

2Percentages are of all applicants.
SPercentages are of those applicants who contacted VA by phone.

“Sampling error exceeds plus or minus 12 percentage points. See figure lil.2.

“Too few respondents to allow meaningful analysis.
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Estimates of Applicants’ Yiews by Claim
Type

Table 11l.10: Applicants Who Visited VA
but Did Not Get Information They
Needed (Questions 51 and 56)

Percentages

Did not

obtain

Visited VA most of

regional what they

Type of claim office® needed®
Initial disability compensation 33 36°
Disability and death dependency 37 49¢°
Initial dependency and indemnity compensation 40 37°

Burial 11 4]
Initial disability pension 39 38¢
Initial death pension 31 ¢
Education 23 18¢
Reopened compensation and pension 44 54°¢

All claims 37 40

2Pgrcentages are of all applicants.
SPercentages are of those applicants who visited VA offices.
cSampling error exceeds plus or minus 12 percentage points. See figure 111.2.

“Too few respondents to allow meaningful analysis.

Table lll.11: Applicants Who Had to
Resubmit Civilian Records (Questions
33 and 35)

Percentages

Submitted Resubmitted
Type of claim records?® records®
Initial disability compensation 44 22
Disability and death dependency 59 39¢
Initial dependency and indemnity compensation 82 27
Burial 48¢ d
Initial disability pension 74 21
Initial death pension 80 35¢
Education 34 35
Reopened compensation and pension 46 38
All claims 49 33

*Parcentages are of all applicants. Some applicants did not need civilian records to support their
claims.

BPercentages are of those applicants who submitted civilian records to VA,

*Sampling error exceeds plus or minus 12 percentage points. See figure i11.2.

9Too few respondents to aflow meaningful analysis.
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Estimates of Applicants’ Views by Claim
Type

Table I11,12: Claims Fully Allowed,

Partially Allowed, and Denied Percentages
(Question 5) Fully  Partially
Type of claim allowed allowed Denied
Initial disability compensation 19 37 44
Disability and death dependency 55 23 22
Initial dependency and indemnity compensation 38 11 51
Burial 78 9 13
initial disability pension 37 15 49
initial death pension 442 16 402
Education 77 14 9
Reopened compensation and pension 34 19 47
All claims 44 20 36
Notes: Percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding.
Excludes 20 percent of all applicants whose claims were not finalized.
2Sampling error exceeds plus or minus 12 percentage points. See figure 111.2.
L ]
Table lil.13: How Applicants First Learned About VA Benefits (Question 6)
Percentages
State/
county
VAor veterans Friendor Veterans Someone Don’t
Type of claim military® office relative organization else Other® recall
Initial disability compensation 61 9 10 13 3 2 1
Disability and death dependency 40 g 11 23 8 1 7
Initial dependency and indemnity
compensation 29 11 13 18 25 1 3
Burial 34° 12 4 4 8 36 2
Initial disability pension 27 13 20 17 20 3 2
Initial death pension 20 14 25 19 11 12 0
Education 84 3 7 1 3 2 1
Reopened compensation and pension 29 16 g 25 13 2 6
All claims 45 11 10 17 2] 4 4

Note: Percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding.

#includes VA lierature, VA employees, and military.

"ncludes radio or television advertisements, funeral home or cemetery staff, or school officials.

“Sampling error exceeds plus or minus 12 percentage points. See figure I11.2.
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Estimates of Applicants’ Views by Claim

Type

Table lll.14: Sources That Helped
Applicants Most in Filing Their Claims
{Question 9)

Percentages

State/

county No one
Type of veterans Friend or Veterans was
claim VA office relative organization Other® helpful
Initial
disability
compensation 31 36 3 22 2 7
Disability
and
death
dependency 19 31 7 28 7 9
Initial
dependency
and
indemnity
compensation 18 28 15 28 3 9
Burial 21b 21b 5 5 41b 7
Initial
disability
pension 32 41 7 14 2 5
Initial
death
pension 21 33 19 12 7 7
Education 18 9 6 3 60 5
Reopened
compensation
and
pension 20 38 4 25 4 10
All claims 24 30 5 20 14 8

Notes: Percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding.

Although, as shown on table I11.13, VA or the military are cited as the singie most frequent first
sources of benefits information, applicants most often cited one of three key sources as most
helpful: VA, state or county offices, and veterans service organizations. Notable exceptions
include applicants for burial benefits, who often cited funeral home or cemetery officials as the
most helpful, and applicants for education benefits, who often cited school officials.

2includes radio or television advertisements, funeral home or cemetery staff, or school officials.

®Sampling error exceeds plus or minus 12 percentage points. See figure 111.2.
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Estimates of Applicants’ Views by Claim
Type

Figure lil.1: What Applicants Would Most Like VA to Improve

Percentages

Provide sarvice in a more reasonable
amount of time®

Have my records availabile when
they are needed

Have ermployees who treat me with
courtesy and respect

Have employees with the knowledge
to answer my quastions

Have employees who are interested
in helping me

Have forms and lettars that are easy
to understand

Keep me informed on the status of
my application

Ask me for all the information neaded
to support my claim all at one time®

Make it easier to reach VA by phone

Make it easier to reach VA in person

Keap accurate records

Require less paperwork from me

Explain the services and benefits
available to me

Explain the reasons for decisions

Other

Page 51

Note: Shaded areas are the top three service issues that applicants want VA to improve.,

a8ampling errors for burial and initial death pension claims exceed plus or minus 12 percenage
points. See figure [11.2.

bSampling error for burial claims exceeds plus or minus 12 percentage points. See figure 111.2.
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Estimates of Applicants’ Views by Claim

Type

Figure Iil.2: Maximum Sampling Errors
by Type of Claim

S
& /&
§/c
§5/ 28 /828 §
o8 /[ 5 /FFS & £
F & £ FER & & s /PF
§§ /8 /885 85 /8 g /5
s8/8s /558 & /35 /5 & '?5
§5/88/585/ 5 /&5 /85 /& /&8
Percentages £ /o8 /§&8/ & & [/ &4 & /&d
Table I11.1 9 10 | 11 13 9 | 12 9 8
Table 1I1.2 9 10 | 11 11 9 | 12 8 8
Table 1IL.3 9 10 | 11 1 a | 1 8 8
Table III.5 9 10 | 11 13 9| 12 9 8
Table i11.6 8 10 | 11 14 9| 11 9 9
Table IIL7 10 15 | 18 13 15 | 16 | 12 13
Tabie 1.8 9 g | 11 11 8| 12 7 9
Table I11.9 13 12 | 15 12 14 { 16 | 10 13
Table It.10 14 1% | 17 8 13 | 11 14 13
Table 1114 11 13 | 12 1 o | 13 | 15 12
Table 111.12 9 10 | 12 11 10 | 13 8 9
Table 111.13 8 10 | 10 13 8| 10 7 8
Tabie 1Il.14 9 10 | 1 15 o | 12 9 g
Figure li1.1 9 11 12 15 o | 13 9 8
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Comments From the Secretary of Veterans

Affairs

Now on pp. 8-10.

THE SECRETARY OF VETERANS AFFAIRS
WASHINGTON

s 5199

Mr. David P, Baine

Director, Federal Eealth Care
Delivery Issues

U. S. General Accounting Office

441 G Street, NW

Washington, DC 20548

Dear Mr. Bajine:

I have received your draft report, YETERANMB' BENRFIYS: FPoor
(-}

Timeliness and Communicatjon Key to Custoper Dissatisfacticn
(GAC/HEHS~-94-179). I agree with GAO’s overall conclusion that
improved timeliness and communication wilil improve customer
satisfaction. I concur with the recommendations, and am
enclosing comments to demonstrate the Under Secretary for
Benefits’ commitment to implementing them.

In addition, the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBa) is
developing a Customer Service Plan that will reflect basic
customer requirements such as being treated with courtesy and
respect, as well as key areas for improvement indicated by
customer survey and focus group results., The Department will
forward VBA’s Customer Service Plan to the Vice President’s
National Performance Review by Saeptember 8, 1994.

As far as GAO’s report is concerned, however, I believe the
data presented are subject to misinterpretation. The survey’s
vulnerability can be seen in the report’s statistic that “over
one«third of VA’s customers did not get most of the information
they wanted from VA* (pages 8 and 9). In reality, only the
question regarding visits to the office asked the person surveyed
to be certain their answer was about the Federal VA, not State or
other service providers. Experience with our customers indicates
that many do not know when they are contacting the Federal VA as
opposed to State or county service officers. During the
preliminary briefing on this survey, GAO acknowledged that the
failure to provide information tec a customer may not have been
the Federal VA’s, but one cof the other sources customers

contacted. Regrettably, the survey instrument did not allow for
this variable.

I emphasize that the report’s conclusions can be applied
only to the sampled group, i.e., customers who filed clajims for
benefits. Veterans benefits counselors completed more than 12
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Now on p. 26.

2.

-Mr. David P. Baine

million contacts in Fiscal Year 1993, the majority of which did
not result in a claim being filed. Results of this GAD survey,
therefore, should be used carefully when evaluating customer

satisfaction within the Veterans Assistance Service’s prcgranms.

Finally, the data presented in "Table I: Universe of
potential claims, sample size, and questionnaires received by
strata" (Appendix I, page 4) are for the period April 1, 1993,
through July 13, 19%3. Unfortunately, the GAO sample did neot
identify those claims opened after April 1 and completed before
July 13. These customers, likely to be among our most satisfied,
were completely overlocked by the sampling technique.

The enclosure details the actions the Veterans Benefits
Administration is taking to implement the report’s

recommendations. Thank you for the opportunity to comment on
your report.

Sincerely yours,
(%rn.¢.<3>f"'-'

Jesse Brown
Enclosure

JB/vz
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Enclaogure

DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS COMMENTS TO GAO DRAFT
REPORT, VETERANS’ BENEFITS: Poor Timeliness

(GAO/HEHS=54~179)

GAD recommends that I direct the Under Sacretary for Banefits to:

- set long-term goals to mest ocustomer axpectations for
processing times, and prepars a plan describing the
inoremental steps nacessary to meet them,

gongur We agree our efforts should be diracted toward satisfying
our customers by meeting their expectations. The Veterans Benefits
Administration (VBA) established timeliness goals with incremental
steps necessary to accomplish those goals. VBA believes these
goals are reasonable based con expectations. VBA also recognizes
customer concerns must be considered in esatablishing timeliness
goals. Accordingly, VBA anticipates conducting focus groups and
surveys of users of veterans benefits to obtain customer input in
preparing claims processing timeliness goals. After they have
gathered sufficient data to define customer expectations

accurately, VBA can establish customer-based goals and a plan to
neet them.

L provide applicants realistic estimates about how long it
will take to complete their claims, and

coneur In the short run, VBA is considering the feasibility of
providing an "expectation" letter to claimants based on the type of
claim filed and a specified normal processing time. For example,
a letter night not be sent for a claim that would normally take
less than 45 days. In the long run, it is VBA’s desire to include
in the design of the claims processing system and in the modernized
system the ability to provide claimants with specific clainm
feedback as VBA develops their claims. For example, VBA wants the
ability to advise a claimant automatically when the regional office

receives a piece of evidence and further advise the claimant of
what evidence remains outstanding.

devalop data or denied applicants so YA can ensure that
segment of its customers gets the bast service possible.

concur We fully agree that applicants whose claims are denied,
2s well as those whose claims are partially or fully allowed,
should be included in all VBA customer surveys relating to benefits
processing. Our cCustomer Based Measures Survey conducted in
November 1992 included applicants whose claims had been denied. We

1
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alsc believe it useful to determine satisfaction with the claims
process up te a final decision in order to eliminate a possible
"halo” effect of the final resolution of the claim (either positive
or negative). In this way, VBA can determine those areas that can
be improved regardless of the outcome of the claim.
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Ruth Ann Heck, Assistant Director, (202) 512-7007
Cynthia Forbes, Evaluator-in-Charge

Frank M. Guido

Michael J. O’Dell

Pamela A. Scott

Charles Taylor

Joan K. Vogel

Zachary White
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