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The Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) has undertaken a new information technology strategy to improve business processes to reduce the average days to complete rating claims and improve consistency.  
· At the core of this new strategy is the Veterans Benefits Management System (VBMS), which will leverage services from Veteran Relationship Manager (VRM).  
· Coupling these two technology initiatives with a business transformation effort, VBA will reduce the backlog of claims and improve customer service to Veterans, beneficiaries and third party stakeholders (e.g. Veterans Service Organizations).    
Veterans Benefits Management System (VBMS) will employ a three-step process to move VBA to a paperless claims environment.  
· The first step is the creation of a Virtual Regional Office (VRO).  

· The VRO will use agile technology and software, in order to design a robust electronic claims repository.  

· The second step will be a series of three iterative pilots, rolling out the repository and workload management capabilities to selected sites. 

· At the conclusion of the third pilot, VBA will develop a nationwide deployment strategy to roll out VBMS as a functioning and stable application. 

Veteran Relationship Manager (VRM) will enhance Veterans’ abilities to communicate with VBA through multiple communication channels:  
· by telephone via live agent and/or interactive voice response, online via email and/or web self-service, etc. 

·  VRM will feature a web-based interface, and will allow VBA staff to manage interactions with a veteran through all communication channels, including in-person.  

· VRM will enable veterans to access his/her account on-line and update his/her records when appropriate.  

· VRM will reduce veteran burden and will enable better productivity by ensuring all relevant information is available to any VBA employee assisting a veteran.  

· VRM improves customer service by permitting veterans to check claim status online and provides an online tool to remind veterans and beneficiaries to provide evidentiary documentation to VBA.  

The VBMS strategy, in conjunction with VRM, will allow VBA to capitalize on new technologies making the current paper-centric claims process more efficient. 

Business process re-engineering efforts will fully capitalize on technology enhancements by streamlining the current process and applying new business processes to new technology.  

These efforts are designed to improve the current claims process, deliver benefits faster and more consistently and provide Veterans and beneficiaries the level of customer service they deserve.

Claims Processing Pilot – Little Rock, Arkansas
Booz Allen Hamilton conducted a study of the Claims Development Cycle Time for the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA).  Based on recommendations from this study, VBA is conducting a Compensation Claim Processing Pilot at the Little Rock Regional Office.  

The purpose of the pilot is to rapidly assess the impact of the implementation of key process and organizational improvement recommendations in a team-based (pod) structure to reduce development process cycle time, and to help VBA transition the compensation claims processing to the paperless claims environment.  

Pilot Goals
· Reorganize claims processing employees into efficient processing teams (pods).  Each pod comprises the requisite personnel/functions necessary to complete compensation claims processing.

· Test, validate and refine as necessary a subset of improvement recommendations in a team-based structure and leverage “Lean Process” improvement methods to reduce claims processing cycle times.

· Pilot improvements will be used to inform development of business process, organization, and technology requirements in support of VBA’s transition to paperless claims processing.

· VBA will document and incorporate lessons learned and best practices to support additional pilot activities.

· Anticipated pilot outcomes include faster claim resolution times and improved decision accuracy rates. 
Actions to Date

· VBA began the pilot at the Little Rock RO in July 2009.  The pilot will continue through May 2010.

· One pod has been established in Little Rock, and Booz Allen Hamilton and VBA plan to establish a second pod during late October.  This second pod will be established based on the lessons learned from the first pod implementation.  

· VBA provided 10 experienced managers to observe and participate in the implementation on site in Little Rock.  These managers will learn the processing improvement and organizational and behavioral change implementation skills in order to give VBA the internal capability to facilitate the pod structure implementation across other regional offices.

Business Transformation Lab – Providence, Rhode Island
The Providence Regional Office has been designated as VBA’s Business Transformation Lab (BTL) and supports our transformation in the following ways:

· Serve as a testing ground of “to be” paperless processes in a live environment where processes, communications, and resource needs can be assessed prior to nationwide implementation.

· Analyze the incoming mail to better understand the composition of mail intake and determine how we can automate processing and reduce the “touches”.

· Support optimization of paperless processing, evaluating “to-be” paperless processes and establishing best practices.

· Allow us to understand the effect of “to-be” paperless processes and technological changes on performance metrics.

· Provide lessons learned which will increase the likelihood that field personnel and stakeholders will understand, accept, and embrace the paperless transformation.

· Serve as a proving ground for documentation and standardization of best practices for implementation throughout VBA.

Activities to Date

· Intake process scanning walk-through

· Evaluated processes and procedures to conduct scanning of incoming mail by physically establishing a process mock up and gathering data about timing, volume, and content (flat mail vs. claims files, etc.)

· Paperless references test

· Preliminary evaluation of the impact of using only electronic reference materials for claims processing

· Claim complexity evaluation

· Begin identification of weighting criteria in order to develop an algorithm for more efficiently distributing claims; once developed, can serve as a starting point for automated rules-based workload distribution.

· Will provide a method to balance claims processing workload and identify potential claims for rapid processing.
· End-to-end claim process validation, with scanning (beginning October 2009)

· Evaluate draft processes and procedures to move a claim from receipt to award, establishing a paperless process mock up and gathering data

· Includes document and file scanning, workload triggers

· Test alternate scanning and workflow scenarios and establish best practices based on analysis of performance

· Document best practices to enable standardization

Pre-Discharge Programs
Benefits Delivery at Discharge

The Benefits Delivery at Discharge (BDD) program is an important component of VA’s efforts to assist separating servicemembers in their transition to civilian life.  Disabled active duty servicemembers within 180 days of separation have the opportunity to apply for VA compensation benefits before discharge from service, allowing us to begin disability payments shortly after discharge.  In order to participate in the BDD program, a servicmember must have at least 60 days remaining on active duty in order to complete the necessary medical examinations prior to separation.

Key Points:

· VA and DoD agreed to a cooperative separation examination process for servicemembers filing a VA claim for disability benefits.  Servicemembers attend one physical examination, instead of both a separation exam for the military and a VA exam for the disability claim. 

· Availability of current medical evidence and supporting documentation and immediate examination of disabilities claimed directly support the swift and smooth transition from military service to the VA benefits and health care system.
· BDD participants currently receive a decision on their VA disability claims in an average of 73 days following discharge – significantly less than the current average of about 161 days for all disability claims decisions.
· BDD rating processing has been consolidated to the Salt Lake City and Winston-Salem Regional Offices to improve consistency and efficiency.
· VA began processing all BDD claims in an electronic paperless environment in August 2008. 

· This fiscal year through August 2009, VA received 22,479 BDD claims. 

QuickStart Predischarge Program

QuickStart is a joint VA/DoD initiative that was introduced in July 2008 for active duty, National Guard, and Reserve servicemembers who have less than 60 days remaining on active duty and therefore do not meet BDD criterion requiring availability to attend medical exams prior to separation.

· Through August 2009 VA has received 25,506 Quick Start claims.  Average processing time is 122 days, significantly better than the 161-day average for all disability claims.   

· San Diego and Winston-Salem Regional Offices were identified as the consolidated processing sites (CPSs) for Quick Start claims.  The consolidation began on August 1, 2009. 

Pre-Discharge Program Advantages

· Pre-discharge claims do not require significant development. 

· Required legal notifications are provided at time VA receives the claim. 

· Service treatment records are readily available. 

· VA medical examinations are requested prior to the servicemember’s release from service.  There is a high VA examination participation rate. 
VA/DoD Pre-discharge Outreach Collaboration

· This fiscal year through August, VBA military services coordinators conducted 7,871 Transition Assistance Program and Military Services Briefings, attended by over 320,000 servicemembers and their families residing in the United States.  VBA also conducted 860 briefings attended by 17,250 servicemembers based overseas.   

· VA and DoD released a BDD pamphlet in December 2008 through the Benefits Executive Council that is viewable on both VA and DoD internet sites. 

· VA and DoD released a QuickStart pamphlet in June 2009 through the BEC. 

· VA launched a Pre-discharge website in July 2009.  This website provides servicemembers with program information at their military installation.  

· The September 1, 2009, leave and earnings statement for servicemembers included a message regarding filing a disability claim prior to discharge and directs them to the pre-discharge website. 

· VA and DoD completed a general “click here” You Tube”-style video, which will be placed on select DoD media outlets.  It highlights the pre-discharge program and provides links to the pre-discharge website. 

Joint VA/DoD Disability Evaluation System (DES) Pilot

· The DES Pilot began in the National Capitol Region in November 2007 and was expanded in FY 2009 to a total of 21 military treatment facilities across the nation.  An additional 7 sites will be added by February 2010. 

· The Pilot includes a single disability examination performed to VA standards that will be used by both Departments, and a single disability rating by VA that is binding upon both Departments. 

· The legacy DES process typically required an average of 540 days for a servicemember to progress from the point of referral to a Medical Evaluation Board through separation to receipt of VA benefits.  The goal of the DES Pilot is to accomplish the process in 295 days or less.  Through September 13, 2009, the average is 287 days, 8 days better than the goal. 

· VA began a pilot of paperless claims processing for DES Pilot cases from the National Capitol Region in October 2008.  As of September 3, 2009, 701 cases have been scanned and uploaded into Virtual VA.  A total of 230 DES cases have proposed ratings in a paperless environment. 

· Disability ratings for DES Pilot cases are centralized at the Baltimore and Seattle Regional Offices. 

· VA enhanced the Veterans Tracking Application (VTA) to be the primary servicemember tracking application and database for metrics monitoring and reporting.  Enhancements are ongoing as new requirements are developed. 

· One outcome of the DES Pilot is a higher rate of medical retirement (Temporary or Permanent) for members processing through the Pilot (56%) compared to the legacy process (approximately 25%). 

· DoD conducted customer satisfaction surveys of members going through the DES Pilot and the legacy DES process.  Customer satisfaction is slightly higher for the DES Pilot process.  DoD is experiencing a lower internal appeal rate of decisions (12% in legacy vs. 5.5% in Pilot).  VA appeal/reconsideration rate is lower in the DES Pilot (4.5%) compared to the national appeal rate (14.3%). 

· As of September 6, 2009, 4,240 servicemembers have enrolled in the Pilot.  There are 3,546 remaining in the Pilot, as 564 have completed the process, and 130 were removed from the Pilot.  An additional 418 servicemembers have received separation determinations and are in the process of transitioning to Veteran status. 
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