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Why GAO Did This Study

The Chairman, Committee on
Veterans’ Affairs, U.S. House of
Representatives, asked GAO to
report on the claims processing
challenges and opportunities facing
the Department of Veterans Affairs
(VA) disability compensation and
pension program. For years, the
claims process has been the
subject of concern and attention
within VA and by the Congress and
veterans service organizations.
Their concerns include long waits
for decisions, large claims
backlogs, and inaccurate decisions.

Our work and media reports of
significant discrepancies in average
disability payments from state to
state have also highlighted
concerns over the consistency of
decision making within VA. In
January 2003, we designated
federal disability programs,
including VA’s compensation and
pension programs, as a high-risk
area because of continuing
challenges to improving the
timeliness and consistency of its
disability decisions and the need to
modernize programs. VA’s outdated
disability determination process
does not reflect a current view of
the relationship between
impairments and work capacity.
Advances in medicine and
technology have allowed some
individuals with disabilities to live
more independently and work
more effectively.

www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt? GAO-06-283T.

To view the full product, including the scope
and methodology, click on the link above.
For more information, contact Cynthia A.
Bascetta at (202) 512-7215 or
bascettac@gao.gov.

VETERANS’ DISABILITY BENEFITS

Claims Processing Challenges and
Opportunities for Improvements

What GAO Found

The Department of Veterans Affairs continues to experience challenges
processing veterans’ disability compensation and pension claims including
large numbers of pending claims and lengthy processing times. While VA
made progress in fiscal years 2002 and 2003 reducing the size and age of its
inventory of pending claims, it has lost ground since the end of fiscal year
2003. For example, pending claims increased by over one-third from the end
of fiscal year 2003 to the end of fiscal year 2005. Meanwhile, VA faces
continuing questions about its ability to ensure that veterans get consistent
decisions across its 57 regional offices. GAO recommended in August 2002
that VA study the consistency of decisions made by different regional
offices, identify acceptable levels of decision-making variation, and reduce
variations found to be unacceptable. Several factors may impede VA’s
ability to significantly improve its claims processing performance. These
include the potential impacts of laws, court decisions, and increases in the
number and complexity of claims received.
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Opportunities for improvement may lie in more fundamental reform in the
design and operation of disability compensation and pension claims
programs. This would include reexamining program design and the context
in which decisions are made as well as the structure and division of labor
among field offices. For example, in recent years, GAO has found that VA
and other federal disability programs have not been updated to reflect the
current state of science, medicine, technology, and labor market conditions.
The schedule on which disability decisions are made within VA, for example,
is based primarily on estimates made in 1945 about the effect service-
connected impairments have on the average individual's ability to perform
jobs requiring manual or physical labor. In addition, our work has shown
that about one-third of newly compensated veterans could be interested in
receiving a lump sum payment, potentially saving VA time and money
associated with reopening cases over time. In addition, VA and other
organizations have identified potential changes to field operations that could
enhance productivity and accuracy in processing disability claims. While
reexamining claims processing challenges in a larger context may be
daunting, there are mechanisms for undertaking such an effort, including the
congressionally chartered commission currently studying veterans’ disability
benefits.

|:| Total pending

United States Government Accountability Office


http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-06-283T
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-06-283T


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


